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INTRODUCTION
Following an invitation from the Bangladeshi authorities, the Conference of
Presidents decided at its meeting on 23 October to authorise the sending of a
delegation of the European Parliament to observe the legislative elections in
Bangladesh, at that time scheduled for the 18 December. The Constitutive Meeting of
the EP EOM was held in Strasbourg on the 19th November and M. Robert Evans
(PSE,UK) was elected Chairman.
However, the rescheduling of the Election date in Bangladesh to the 29th December
made it, unfortunately, not possible for many of the Members initially appointed by
their Political Groups to maintain their availability. A new constitutive meeting was
therefore held on the 10th December, with M. Charles Tannock (EPP/ED, UK) elected
Chairman of a 4-strong delegation; as is customary, these Members were appointed
by the political groups in accordance with the rolling d'Hondt system (the list of
participants is annexed to this report; the ALDE political group gave its seat to the N/I
group).
Taking into account this change of dates, the Conference of Presidents re-examined
the situation at its meeting of the 17th December and confirmed its initial decision to
send a parliamentary delegation.
As is usual, the European Parliament's delegation was fully integrated into the
European Union Election Observation Mission (EU EOM), which was led by Mr
Alexander Graf LAMBSDORFF, MEP (ALDE, D). The EU EOM deployed 150
observers from 25 EU Member States plus Norway and Switzerland.
Bangladeshis went to the polls on December 29 in record numbers, with the secular
Awami League party, headed by former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed,
winning the elections.
Provisional results released 24hrs after Election Day indicated, already, that the
Awami League had won some 230 of the 300 seats in the Jatiya Sangsad,
Bangladesh's Parliament. Allied parties won another 30 seats, giving the victorious
"Grand Alliance" a three-fourths majority in Parliament, the biggest parliamentary
majority since 1973. Another 45 seats, allocated to women MPs, remained to be
distributed to the political parties: as this distribution has to be proportionally to their
seats at the JS, the overall result is not affected.
Although initially alleging widespread rigging, former Prime Minister Khaleda ZIA,
whose Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) had won a two-thirds majority in the last
Parliamentary elections in 2001, conceded defeat with her party's worst-ever showing
of just 27 seats.
The EU EOM and other international observers concluded that the "outcome of the
election appears to reflect the will of the people of Bangladesh. EU EOM observers
did not report patterns of fraud in the process".
After two years of military-backed emergency rule, the overwhelming vote in favour
of a secular political party is a strong indicator that the world's fourth-largest Muslim
country will continue forging a path toward democratic development, albeit in the
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face of tremendous challenges from poverty, natural disaster, Islamist extremism, and
pervasive corruption.
A. Political context:
Bangladesh is a young country, securing independence in 1971 after a nine-month
long civil war with Pakistan than left three million people dead. The new state had to
endure famines, natural disasters and widespread poverty, as well as political turmoil
and military coups. Independence in 1971 was followed shortly by fifteen years of
military rule, which eventually gave way to a peaceful transition to democracy in
1991.
Since then, Bangladesh essentially has a two-party-system with Awami League and
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) in the lead roles. These have alternated in power
since the return to democratic government in the 1990s. BNP an Awami League each
provide an anchor for a coalition with a handful of smaller parties. On the other hand,
the Jatiya Sangsad has very often proven to be a dysfunctional Parliament, with little
or no space being allowed to the Opposition for constructive criticism – leading, in
turn, to sterile protests of parliamentary “walkouts” which, in the long run, undermine
the democratic system.
The socio-economic situation is poor but improving. Bangladesh relies less on foreign
aid than in the past although it is still dependent on loans and the economy is overall
stable, even following the end of the Multi-Fibre Agreement which governed the
global trade in textiles and garments from 1974 to 2004. Education is expanding and
there is a strong NGO sector working in all sectors of social development.
Nonetheless, party rivalries pervade civil society and truly independent organisations
are few while nearly half the population live on less than USD1 a day.
Bangladesh has a poor human rights record and suffers from severe corruption,
ranking last in Transparency International's Corruption Perception Index for five
years in a row between 2000 and 2005. In 2007 it moved up to 162d place of 169
countries. Although an Anti-Corruption Commission was established in November
2004, with the authority to conduct investigations and try corruption cases in special
courts, doubts remain as to whether this body is itself independent, either politically
or financially.
One feature, observed also in some other South Asian countries, is that elections are
held under a non-partisan caretaker government (CTG), which takes over in the run
up to a general election and whose role is to ensure that the elections are free and fair.
According to the Constitution, elections must take place within a maximum of three
months from the last day of parliament: thus, Parliamentary elections were due to be
held in January 2007 in Bangladesh. However, following weeks of protests over the
vote that deteriorated into violence, the state of emergency was declared on January
11 and the elections postponed sine die. Hours earlier, and as a result of the
widespread violence that was going on, Commissioner Ferrero-Waldner, had taken
the decision to suspend the EU Election Observation Mission (EU EOM) on the
grounds that conditions for credible elections were missing.
During the twenty four months that it has been in power, the caretaker government has
also had to take policy decisions – which, in a normal context, would not have been the
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case; thus, apart from the electoral reforms which were necessary, the CTG has also
undertaken a number of institutional and electoral reforms (new Electoral Commission,
Anti-Corruption Commission, Public Service Commission), enshrined the separation of
the judiciary and the executive, proceeded with local government reform and, most
saliently, launched a campaign against corruption, a serious concern in Bangladesh,
which resulted in the arrest and prosecution of about a hundred senior politicians from
different political parties. Over thirty former Members of Parliament or Ministers have
now been convicted on charges of corruption. Businessmen, civil servants and other
influential politicians from across the political spectrum have also been accused of
corruption and detained by the security forces. The two leading politicians in the
country, leaders of the two largest parties and arch-enemies Sheikh Hasina of AL and
Khaleda Zia of BNP, were detained in 2007 and charged in several corruption-related
cases, which have since been stayed by the High Court or withdrawn. They have, along
with many of their party colleagues, in recent months been released on bail.
While most analysts argue that the CTG was more in less in place to implement an
agenda initially under the impulse of the military – which took special care not to
appear at the direct front stage of the political developments in Bangladesh. However,
the cornerstone of this strategy would have been the removal of both Sheikh Hasina and
Khaleda Zia (“minus 2 scenario”), which was not the case. On the other hand, and with
the Parliament being in recess during these 24 months, the CTG’s ruled by ordnances,
issuing about 100 of them: this body of law has, now, to be examined by the newly
elected Parliament within 30 days. Thus, an early indication of whether the reforms
undertaken will be ratified –and given firm, even if retroactive, democratic legitimacyis expected relatively soon after the new Government takes power: this will also
demonstrate whether the mainstream political parties are really willing to continue with
the CTG’s stated priority of fighting corruption.
Together with the gradual lifting of the State of Emergency (which was relaxed on the
way to the elections, and fully lifted on 17th December, as demanded by the
international community and the EP), a detailed timetable for the elections was
announced in early November 2008, with December 18 as the voting date.
Campaigning by the political parties was largely peaceful, and lasted about 2 weeks;
the polls were however again postponed to December 29 as the BNP, in an attempt to
win more time to settle internal divisions and build up political capital, was again
threatening to boycott the elections in an atmosphere of high political tension.
A boycott by one of the main political parties would have undermined the credibility
of the polls and made the formation of a stable government impossible. Although
most of the demands of the BNP were not met (such as a postponement of 90 days or
the suspension of article 91e, which gives to the Electoral Commission the possibility
to disqualify candidates, even if elected, that would have broken the electoral code of
conduct), the postponement of the elections by 10 days was granted to the BNP
mostly to allow it save face.
B. Before the Elections
The Election Commission and the Final Voters List (FVL)
One of the main reasons behind the mass protests which led to the postponement of
the 2006 elections was that the voter’s register was very widely perceived as being out
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of date and featuring large numbers of fake voters. In this context, it was argued, it
would have been extremely easy to rig the elections.
The new Electoral Commission, appointed by the CTG, recognised that the old voters
register was, in effect, un-useable and decided that a completely new one would be
needed in order for plausible elections to be conducted – as task, it warned
immediately, which would take more than 18 months.
Thus, a fresh voter registration process, based on a door-to-door enumeration
campaign, was conducted from August 2007 to early July 2008. It has been perceived
as a largely successful exercise, leading to the production of a better quality voter list
with clear photographs containing 81.1 million registered voters (female: 50,9% ;
male: 49,1%), with 31% of them expected to vote for the first time. As argued by
many analysts and many domestic observers NGOs, met by the Delegation, this figure
corroborates that a staggering 12,5 – 14 million entries in the old register were fake or
outdated ones ; it is worth noting that none of the political parties which took part in
the vote contested this point, implicitly confirming that were elections to have taken
place under the old list in 2007, there would have been valid grounds to claim them
non credible.
The voter registration exercise was completed in October 2008 with the delivery of
the last ID cards to eligible voters. The Final Voter List (FVL) and new ID cards had
already been used, for the first time, in local government polls which took place on 4
August 2008 and which were considered as a successful “test run” in view of the
December general elections.
This being said, in the meetings it had, the Delegation identified two main drawbacks
of this Final Voters List (FVL): the first one is the cut-off date for the inclusion in the
FVL was set at 1/1/2008. This meant that about 3 million voters were disenfranchised
from the electoral process --- although it was known well ahead of the election date
that they would be of age on voting day. The Delegation finds it more than surprising,
and definitely discriminatory, that no provisions were undertaken to include them in
the voting process, since a Supplementary Voting List was foreseen (on top of the
FVL) in order to enable about 200/300 “happy few”, who had missed the registration
deadline, to vote.
Secondly – and this was admitted also by the authorities – the current provisions on
postal ballots are deeply dissatisfying, given the “totally dysfunctional” state of the
national post. This effectively means that polling staff, the (impressive) security
apparatus mobilised to guard the polling stations, diplomats posted abroad plus all the
prisoners in jails, although granted voting rights, have been denied them in practice: a
total of 1million persons further disenfranchised from the system – not counting the
Diaspora.
Specific aspects of the electoral legislation: media landscape, campaigning, expenses
The media landscape in Bangladesh during the election period cannot be assessed as
being satisfactorily regulated, as there is a lack of procedures and regulations that
would be established by the relevant bodies to provide clear rules. In particular, there
is an absence of precise details governing access for candidates to the state-owned
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media, as well as a lack of requirements such as balance and objectivity for electronic
media in general.
On the other hand, it should be reminded that on 3 November 2008, i.e. more than 6
weeks prior to the elections, the State of Emergency rules that had a media impact
were repealed: journalists that had suffered significant restrictions agreed from then
on they were enjoying a higher degree of freedom, although cases of self-censorship
(mainly vis-a-vis the Army’s role) did remain. It should be reminded here that, even
during the State of Emergency times, Bangladeshis were extremely politically
conscious – with people crowding around TV in villages (written press being less
followed).
An attempt to draft a Code of Conduct for the Media was undertaken in midNovember, under the auspices of the Election Commission, but no report was
delivered in due time ; the Election Commission recommended, at the time, that the
next political government should tackle this issue in view of the regional elections
foreseen at the end of February 2009.
Nonetheless, and in a last-minute attempt to provide some rules on Audio-Visual
coverage on state-owned media only, the Ministry of Information published on 11/12
the following provisions for equitable time to the political parties contesting the
elections:
-

Parties competing in
Parties competing in
Parties competing in
Parties competing in

30/50 constituencies : 10 minutes of airtime
50/70 constituencies : 15 minutes of airtime
70/100 constituencies : 20 minutes of airtime
100/300 constituencies : 40 minutes of airtime

It should be noted that an “electoral blackout” on political activities was instituted
48hrs before Election Day.
As far as political expenses are concerned, the Election Commission took a firm
stance on the submission of polls expenses; candidates had to submit a financial
declaration before the election (in the context of fight against corruption), but also 30
days after the publication of election result. Those failing to do so, irrespective of
whether they had been elected or not, could face jail terms of 2 to 7 years.
Other steps taken by the Election Commission in order to prevent political parties, or
candidates, from influencing voters on Election Day included:
-

The total prohibition of motorised vehicles on Election Day, except for intercity and emergency vehicles – a ban which, the Delegation saw, was enforced.

-

Furthermore, no banners were allowed – only black and white, standardised,
posters, which candidates were not allowed to paste on any wall or structure.

C. Election Day
To cover the Election Day, the Delegation split into 2 groups, which both observed
the elections in Dhaka and the immediate vicinity, monitoring the situation in
6

approximately 15 polling stations. MEPs had thus the opportunity to witness the
counting of the ballots on the evening of Election Day, but also the public
consolidation of the results which took place, on the early morning of the following
day, in the premises of the Returning Officer's HQ (Dhaka Metropolitan Area results).
While Members of the Delegation fully subscribe and endorse the findings of the EU
EOM (in annex), they also witnessed the fact that the FVL had an inherent “flaw of
unfriendliness”, in the sense that it was impossible for each voter to exercise his
democratic right without knowing his Voter Serial Number (VSN), as the individual
allocation to polling booths was undertaken not alphabetically, as one would perhaps
expect, but according to this VSN. The fact that VSN features 13 random digits,
which are almost impossible to remember, and is a different number from the one
featured on the ID cards –which were, on the other hand, issued for the first time as a
result of electoral registration-, added an element of confusion.
What the Delegation thus saw, on Election Day, was that many voters who were
confused about their VSN –and, hence, about the one and only polling booth were
they would be allowed to vote- were given these indications not by the electoral
authorities, but by the political parties themselves, on makeshift forms which were,
effectively, tantamount to campaigning material (which should not normally be
allowed – as these forms, once inside the polling booths, hinted clearly at the political
preference of the voters, thus compromising the secrecy of the vote).
The “none of the above” option
A probably unique feature of the elections which took place in Bangladesh was the
inclusion of the possibility, for the voters, to tick a “none of the above” option,
expressing dissatisfaction at all of the candidates put forward by the political parties.
In case the “none of the above” option gained an absolute majority in any given
constituency, the elections in this particular constituency would have to be repeated
for the seat to be filled, with the political parties proposing new candidates.
While this scenario did not materialise in any constituency, and despite a nation-wide
score of just 0,55%, the significance of the “none of the above” possibility should not
be under-estimated, in that it probably prevented some controversial candidates from
being fielded by their respective political parties. All in all, the “none of the above”
option should be seen as an additional mean of democratic control from the voter’s
perspective: those who decided to vote this way made a conscious choice not to
abstain in order to express their opinion, and often had to queue for a couple of hours
to do so - given that the turn-out reached 87,06% (the highest in the history of the
country).
*

*

*
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Annex A

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS IN BANGLADESH
ELECTION OBSERVATION DELEGATION
27 – 31 December 2008
List of participants

Members
Mr Charles TANNOCK, UK, EPP-ED
Mr Neil PARISH, UK, EPP-ED
Mr Nirj DEVA, UK EPP-ED
Mr Koenraad DILLEN, BE, NI
Secretariat
Mrs Emilia GALLEGO PERONA, Administrator
Mr Philippe KAMARIS, Administrator
Political Groups
Mr Rob VERREYCKEN, NI

Abbreviations :
EPP-ED
PSE
ALDE
Verts/ALE

European People's Party/European
Democrats
Party of European Socialists
Alliance of Liberal and Democrats for Europe
Greens/European Free Alliance

GUE/NGL
UEN
I-D
NI

European United Left/Nordic Green Left
Union for Europe of the Nations Group
Independence/Democracy
Non-attached
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Annex B

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS IN BANGLADESH
ELECTION OBSERVATION DELEGATION
27 – 31 December 2008

PROGRAMME

Saturday, 27 December 2008
Morning:
Arrival of Secretariat and Members in Dhaka and transfer to:
Pan Pacific Sonargaon Hotel
107 Kazi Nazrul Islam Avenue
Dhaka
Tel: +880-811 100518.00

15:00 – 17:00
Secretariat only
Preparatory meetings with EC DEL, EU EOM & IOM
18:00 – 19:00
Briefing by EC Delegation in Bangladesh
Mr. Charles Whiteley, Political, Trade and Press Officer
Venue: Sonargaon Hotel, Nirala Room
19:00 – 20:00
Exchange of views with Domestic Observer Groups
Ms. Sharmeen Murshid, CEO of BROTEE
Mr. Zahurul Alam, Director of EWG (TBC)
Venue: Sonargaon Hotel, Nirala Room
Sunday, 28 December 2008
09.00 – 11:30
EU EOM Core Team Briefing
Venue: Sonargaon Hotel, Nirala Room
12.00 – 13:45
Exchange of views with Dr ATM Huda, Chair of the Bangladesh Electoral
Commission
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Venue: Block5/6, Sher-e-Bangla, Nagar
14.00 – 15.15
Meeting with former PM Sheika Hassina
Awami League Chair
in presence of Mr H.T. Imam, Co-Chairman Election Committee
Venue: House 55A, Road 3A, Dhanmondi
15.30 – 16.30
Meeting with Jatiya Party
Mr Habibur Rahman, International Affairs Adviser to H.E. H M
Ershad
Venue: Sonargaon Hotel, Nirala Room
16.30 – 17.30
Joint meeting with representatives of the 4-party alliance Jamaat-e-Islami:
Mr Abdul Quader Molla, Assistant Secretary General
Mr Abdur Razzaq, Barrister-at-Law
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
Mr. Shafik Rehman
Ambassador Shamser S. Chowdhury
Ambassador Sabihuddin Ahmed
Venue: Sonargaon Hotel, Nirala Room
18.00 – 19.30
Briefing by EU Heads of Mission in Dhaka
Residence of M. Frowein, Head of the EC Delegation
Venue: House 13B, Road 54, Gulshan-2
19.30 – 21.30
Dinner hosted by UK High Commissioner Stephen Evans (Members only)
High Commissioner’s Residence
Venue: Dutabash Road, Baridhara
21.55 – 22.20
Exchange of views with former PM Khaleda Zia(Members only)
Venue: BNP Offices, 46th road
Monday, 29 December 2008: Election Day
Deployment in Observation teams in & around Dhaka Polling Stations
Tuesday, 30 December 2008
08.00 – 09.30
Working breakfast with Chief Observer Graf Lambsdorff and preliminary
assessment of the elections
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Venue: Pacific Room, 8th floor, Sonargaon Hotel
10.00 – 12.00
Announcement of the Dhaka Metropolitan Area results
Venue: Returning Officer’s Office, Dhaka
12.45 – 15.00
Lunch hosted by HE M. Monirruzaman, outgoing Ambassador to the EU
(Members only)
13.30 – 15.30
Internal coordination meeting with EU EOM Core Team (Secretariat only)
Venue: Pacific Room, 8th floor, Sonargaon Hotel
16.00 – 18.00
Tour of the National Assembly
Venue: Sherebanglanagar, Dhaka
Wednesday, 31 December 2008
09.00 – 10.00
Coordination meeting with EU EOM Core Team (Secretariat only)
Venue: Pacific Room, 8th floor, Sonargaon Hotel
10.00 – 12.00
Internal EP Delegation meeting
Venue: Pacific Room, 8th floor, Sonargaon Hotel
15.30 – 17.00
EU EOM press conference and presentation of the preliminary statement
Venue: Sheraton Hotel, Marble room
17.00 – 18.30
Presentation of the National Liberation Museum
19.15
Departure of the Chairman of the delegation to the airport
04.00 am
Last Departures to the airport
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Annex E
Results of the elections

Total seats won by political parties (unofficial)
Declared: 300, out of: 300
Party
Barisal Chittagong Dhaka Rajshahi Khulna Sylhet Total
Symbol
Name
(21)
(58)
(94)
(72)
(36) (19) (300)
Bangladesh
16
32
87
48
30
17
230
Awami
League
Bangladesh
Nationalist
2
18
0
8
2
0
30
Party
Jatiya Party
Independent
Candidate
Jatiya
Samajtantric
Dal-Jasad
Bangladesh
Jamaytee
Islami
Bangladesh
Workers
Party
Bangladesh
Jatiya PartyBJP
Liberal
Democratic
Party-LDP
No Vote

2

2

5

14

2

2

27

0

1

1

1

1

0

4

0

2

0

0

1

0

3

0

2

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

1

1

0

0

2

1

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

1

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

0
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