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Election Reform in Pakistan 

I. OVERVIEW  

The stabilisation of Pakistan’s democratic transition will 
depend to a considerable extent on the manner in which 
the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) conducts the 
next general elections. These are due when the Pakistan 
Peoples Party (PPP)-led coalition government ends its five-
year term in March 2013, or earlier if it so decides. Rigged 
elections and distortions of the process by military regimes 
or military-controlled governments have left the ECP in 
an advanced state of institutional decay. If the next elec-
tions are to result in the smooth transfer of power from 
one elected government to another and be widely per-
ceived as legitimate and democratic by all stakeholders, it 
is imperative that the ECP be truly independent, impartial 
and effective.  

The PPP-led government has an opportunity, for the first 
time in the country’s history, to ensure that the transfer of 
power to the next government takes place through a cred-
ible electoral exercise. It is a daunting task, given challeng-
es that include insecurity, particularly in the tribal border-
lands troubled by militant violence and the declining writ 
of the state, and the need to ensure participation of more 
than 84 million voters. In the interests of democratic con-
solidation, the ruling party and its main parliamentary op-
position, Nawaz Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim League [Mus-
lim League-Nawaz (PML-N)], should put aside their po-
litical differences and focus on empowering the ECP. But 
empowering that body should also include reforming it, 
including via parliamentary oversight of a bureaucracy that 
has helped rigged elections in the past. Moreover, ruling 
party and political opposition (within and outside parlia-
ment) must cooperate to ensure that the ECP’s amended 
code of conduct, based on the Supreme Court’s directives, 
does not curb legitimate political activity and disenfran-
chise voters. 

When provided the political space as now, and despite the 
challenges posed by an increasingly interventionist judi-
ciary and a perennially intrusive military, Pakistan’s elected 
representatives have enacted tangible measures to consol-
idate democratic functioning. The eighteenth constitutional 
amendment, passed unanimously by parliament in 2010, 
removed General Pervez Musharraf’s constitutional dis-
tortions and included new provisions to strengthen federal 
parliamentary democracy. In the specific context of elec-

tions, it made the appointment of the chief election com-
missioner (CEC) more transparent and subject to parlia-
mentary oversight. Instead of the president handpicking 
the CEC, that official and the other four members of the 
ECP are now selected through consultations between the 
prime minister and the leader of the opposition in the 
National Assembly, then vetted by a joint parliamentary 
committee, comprising legislators from the ruling party or 
coalition and an equal number from the opposition, that 
makes the final decision. 

Although their relationship is far from cordial, the PPP 
and PML-N have put aside major differences to remove 
political hurdles that could derail the electoral process. 
The stalled deliberations between the government and the 
opposition on the appointment of the new CEC were par-
ticularly problematic, but they ultimately reached consen-
sus. On 9 July 2012, the joint parliamentary committee 
unanimously approved a widely-respected former ad hoc 
judge of the Supreme Court, Fakhruddin G. Ebrahim. 
They now face the urgent task of reaching consensus on 
the appointment of impartial caretaker governments in the 
centre and the provinces. The longer that is delayed, the 
greater the prospects of the electoral process, and even 
the democratic transition, coming to a halt.  

With its leadership now fully reconstituted in accordance 
with the eighteenth amendment, the ECP must move quick-
ly to enact major electoral reforms and remove flaws in 
the electoral process for the next general elections. Voters 
must be given every opportunity to identify errors and omis-
sions, which must be removed from the electoral rolls. 
Polling procedures should be improved and accountability 
mechanisms for candidates and political parties improved; 
and dysfunctional election tribunals, characterised by exces-
sive delays and widespread corruption, should be urgently 
reformed. 

In May 2010, the ECP, acknowledging its weaknesses, 
produced a five-year strategic plan that listed fifteen broad 
electoral reform goals, subdivided into 129 detailed objec-
tives, each with specific timelines for completion. While 
some targets have been met, many have not; nor, indeed, 
are they likely to be achieved unless parliament assumes 
political ownership of the plan and closely monitors im-
plementation. For change to come through the ballot box, 
and not through the military or the courts, ECP reform is 
vital. An election administered by an independent, impar-
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tial and adequately resourced election management body 
will be accepted as free and fair by all stakeholders and 
therefore have the legitimacy needed to deter potential 
spoilers. A weak and unreformed ECP would raise the risk 
of a flawed election that the military might use as justifi-
cation to derail the democratic process, paving the way for 
yet another indefinite period of unaccountable rule and 
destabilising a fragile polity. 

The main steps required to advance reform include: 

 government and opposition should forge a consensus 
on neutral caretaker regimes at the centre and in the 
provinces to govern during the election period and re-
sist any military attempts to manipulate the polls; 

 the ECP should make every effort to verify, validate, 
update and augment the final electoral rolls, ensuring 
that citizens are not disenfranchised. After consulting 
all relevant stakeholders, it should also immediately 
prepare a list of permanent polling stations, publish it 
on its website and then provide reasons in writing for 
any subsequent changes; 

 parties should educate constituents on the need to ac-
quire computerised national identity cards (CNICs), 
register as voters and verify their entries on the rolls, 
making amendments where necessary; the ECP should 
train its officials to vet voter CNICs effectively; 

 the ECP should consult parties on the amended code 
of conduct and incorporate their recommendations; 
otherwise, parliament should rationalise the code, in-
cluding more realistic campaign expenditure ceilings 
and removal of unnecessary restrictions such as the bar 
on parties, candidates and election agents providing 
transport to voters; 

 immediately post-elections, the government should hold 
a census, and the ECP should ensure transparent con-
stituency delimitation, sending its report to federal and 
provincial parliaments for review and approval; 

 the ECP should establish permanent polling stations 
after consulting relevant stakeholders well before the 
elections, publish locations on its website and provide 
written reasons for any subsequent changes; 

 the ECP should install an effective results-management 
system to compile results expeditiously and transparent-
ly and put the results on its website as soon as available; 

 the ECP should put in place a transparent recruitment, 
hiring and performance evaluation system for staff; 

 to prevent disenfranchisement of women, the ECP should 
monitor electoral turnout and results at both female 
and combined polling stations and impose penalties on 
those who prevent women from voting; 

 to ensure timely disposition of election petitions, par-
liament should pass the draft bill to create commissions 
in each district to vet petitions and send them directly 
to election tribunals for adjudication instead of through 
the ECP, which should appoint retired, not busy serving 
judges to head the tribunals; and 

 the international community should engage on elec-
toral reform with not just the ECP but all stakeholders, 
particularly parliamentarians and political parties, in 
order to make reform sustainable, and should hold the 
ECP to its commitment to enhance access to credible 
election observers, both domestic and international. 

II. DEMOCRATIC TRANSITION AND 
ELECTORAL REFORMS  

Pakistan’s history is marred by rigged national, provincial 
and local polls held by military regimes or military-con-
trolled governments. This briefing updates earlier analysis 
on electoral reforms and focuses specifically on the role 
of the Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) in holding 
free, fair and transparent elections.1  

The ECP is constitutionally mandated to hold elections to 
national, provincial and local legislatures, prepare electoral 
rolls for elections to the National Assembly, the lower 
house of parliament, and the four provincial assemblies 
and conduct indirect elections to the Senate, the upper 
house of parliament.2 Although all federal executive au-
thorities – which, by some interpretations, include the mili-
tary – and their provincial counterparts are constitutionally 
bound to assist it in the discharge of its duties,3 in practice, 
the ECP has lacked autonomy and authority, functioning 
more often than not at the military’s behest. 

Under the most recent military regime, the ECP, already 
limited in terms of operational and financial autonomy, 
was reduced to merely conferring the façade of legitima-
cy to Musharraf’s government. Through handpicked chief 

 
 
1 For previous Crisis Group analysis of the electoral process, 
see Asia Reports N°203, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral Sys-
tem, 30 March 2011; N°137, Elections, Democracy and Stabil-
ity in Pakistan, 31 July 2007; N°102, Authoritarianism and Po-
litical Party Reform in Pakistan, 28 September 2005; N°77, 
Devolution in Pakistan: Reform or Regression?, 22 March 
2004; N°40, Pakistan: Transition to Democracy?, 3 October 
2002; and Crisis Group Asia Briefings N°74, After Bhutto’s 
Murder: A Way Forward for Pakistan, 2 January 2008; N°70, 
Winding Back Martial Law in Pakistan, 12 November 2007; 
N°43, Pakistan’s Local Polls: Shoring Up Military Rule, 22 
November 2005. 
2 Article 219 of the constitution. 
3 Ibid, article 220. 
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election commissioners, he rigged two local government 
elections, a presidential referendum and two general elec-
tions. Measures to rig the last general election, in 2008, in-
cluded a subservient ECP, a partial caretaker government, 
stacked courts, the gagging of the media, curbs on political 
party mobilisation and association and the use of security 
agencies against political opponents. Although the polls 
were conducted through this flawed electoral process, for-
mer Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s assassination in De-
cember 2007 transformed the political environment.4  

Since blatant rigging in the wake of Bhutto’s killing would 
likely have resulted in violent protests, the general elec-
tions two months later were freer than others held by the 
military regime. Selective rigging still occurred, with the 
ECP failing to act in an impartial and transparent manner 
in the run-up to, during, and after the elections.5 Neverthe-
less, popular resentment against military rule translated 
into a clear electoral rejection of Musharraf and his politi-
cal allies in favour of the regime’s democratic opponents, 
the PPP and the PML-N. A PPP-led government was formed 
in the centre; the PPP formed coalition governments in 
Balochistan, Northwest Frontier Province (renamed Khy-
ber Pakhtunkhwa-KPK) and Sindh; and the PML-N formed 
the government in Punjab. 

A. ECP COMPOSITION AND POWERS 

During the democratic transition, parliament has made the 
appointment of key elections officials more transparent 
and open to legislative scrutiny, while enhancing the ECP’s 
autonomy. The eighteenth constitutional amendment, passed 
unanimously in April 2010, took away the president’s dis-
cretionary power to appoint the CEC.6 Instead, it provided 
for the prime minister, in consultation with the leader of 
the parliamentary opposition, to forward the names of three 
candidates to a joint parliamentary committee of the Na-
tional Assembly, consisting of eight members, four each 
from the “treasury” (ie, the ruling and coalition parties) 
and the opposition.7 The nineteenth amendment, which 
came into force on 1 January 2011, increased the mem-
bers of the parliamentary committee to twelve, with one 
third to be drawn from the Senate.8 After deliberating on 
the three names, the parliamentary committee must con-
firm one. Should the prime minister and the leader of the 
 
 
4 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 9; Briefing, After Bhutto’s Murder, op. cit. 
5 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit. 
6 Article 213(1) of the constitution, as amended by section 77(i) 
of the eighteenth amendment. 
7 Sections 2A and 2B of article 213 of the constitution, as in-
serted by section 77(ii) of the eighteenth amendment. 
8 Article 213(2B) of the constitution, as amended by section 
6(i) of the nineteenth amendment. 

opposition fail to agree, each would send a list from which 
the committee would then approve the CEC. 

The appointment of the ECP members, one from each of 
the four provinces, follows the same procedure. Previous-
ly the president appointed the members after consulting 
with the CEC and the chief justice of the relevant provin-
cial High Court. While the CEC could be either a serving 
or retired judge of the Supreme Court, or a serving or re-
tired judge of a High Court qualified to be appointed as a 
judge of the Supreme Court, ECP members were required 
to be serving High Court judges.9 The eighteenth amend-
ment retains the criteria for the CEC’s appointment but 
mandates that ECP members must be retired High Court 
judges.10 By increasing the tenure of the CEC and the ECP 
members from three to five years, it also has strengthened 
the body’s autonomy.11 Moreover, the powers and func-
tions previously vested in the CEC’s office have now 
been transferred to the ECP as a whole.12 “Instead of vest-
ing all powers in a solitary individual, this provision lends 
stature and strength to the entire institution”, said a for-
mer ECP secretary, the commission’s senior bureaucrat.13 

In 2011, the PPP-led government and its parliamentary 
opposition appointed the four ECP members according to 
the procedure laid down in the eighteenth amendment. 
The choice of the CEC proved more problematic, as the 
PML-N refused to consult with Prime Minister Yusuf 
Raza Gilani following his decision not to resign after the 
Supreme Court convicted him on 26 April 2012 of con-
tempt of court for failing to open money laundering charg-
es against President Asif Ali Zardari. In the absence of 
agreement between the prime minister and the leader of 
the opposition, separate lists were sent to the parliamen-
tary committee, where neither side could muster the two-
thirds majority required for the final selection. As a result 
of the impasse, a serving judge of the Supreme Court, 
Mian Shakirullah Jan, whom the chief justice of the Su-
preme Court had appointed acting CEC on 24 March 2012, 
retained the post.14  

Gilani was disqualified as prime minister by the Supreme 
Court on 19 June 2012, and replaced by Raja Parvez Ash-
 
 
9 Article 3(1), sched. item 21(2)(i) of the Legal Framework Or-
der, 2002 (Chief Executive’s Order No. 24). 
10 Article 218(2)(b) of the constitution. 
11 Ibid, article 215(1). 
12 Ibid, article 219. 
13 Crisis Group interview, Hassan Bhutto, Karachi, 19 June 2012. 
14 Under article 217 of the constitution, at any time when the 
office of the chief election commissioner is vacant or the com-
missioner is absent or otherwise unable to perform his duties, a 
judge of the Supreme Court chosen by the chief justice is to 
serve as the acting chief election commissioner. This was done 
after Justice (ret.) Hamid Ali Mirza completed his tenure as 
CEC on 23 March 2012. 



Election Reform in Pakistan 
Crisis Group Asia Briefing N°137, 16 August 2012 Page 4 
 
 
 
 

raf. Despite the new prime minister’s insistence that he 
too would refuse to follow the Supreme Court’s insistence 
on opening the corruption cases, the PML-N agreed to 
talks on the CEC’s selection. On 9 July, the joint parlia-
mentary committee unanimously agreed on the appoint-
ment of Justice Fakhruddin G. Ebrahim, a widely respected 
former ad hoc judge of the Supreme Court who had refused 
to take a fresh oath under General Zia-ul-Haq’s Provision-
al Constitutional Order (PCO) in 1981.15 The first appoint-
ment in electoral history of a CEC with the consensus of 
all major political parties bodes well for the next elections, 
provided, of course, that the ECP performs well.  

A non-partisan and credible CEC, heading an independ-
ent ECP, is particularly important since the body now has 
the power, should government and opposition fail to agree, 
to appoint federal and provincial caretaker governments. 
Musharraf as president had sole authority to appoint a 
caretaker government at the centre after expiration of the 
National Assembly’s term or its dissolution. The caretaker 
government would remain in office until completion of 
the 90-day election period and subsequent formation of 
the newly elected government. Provincial governors, ap-
pointed by the president, had similar powers in the four 
federal units. After the eighteenth amendment, the presi-
dent must consult the outgoing prime minister and the 
leader of the parliamentary opposition before appointing 
a caretaker prime minister. Governors must similarly con-
sult outgoing chief ministers and parliamentary opposi-
tion leaders before appointing caretaker chief ministers.16 
Federal and provincial caretaker cabinets are then to be 
formed on the advice of the caretaker prime minister and 
chief ministers respectively. 

The twentieth amendment, passed on 29 February 2012, 
however, provides remedies in case of a deadlock be-
tween the prime minister and leader of the opposition on 
the choice of a caretaker prime minister. Within three 
days of the dissolution of the National Assembly, they are 
to send two nominees each to a committee constituted by 
the speaker, with equal representation from the treasury 
and opposition. The eight-member committee, composed 
of representatives from the outgoing National Assembly 
and/or Senate, is meant to choose one name within three 
days. If it fails to do so, the names would be sent to the 
ECP to take the final decision within two days. A similar 
procedure would be followed in the provinces for the 
appointment of caretaker chief ministers, except that the 
committees would have six members. 

The PPP-led government and its parliamentary opposi-
tion, spearheaded by Sharif’s PML-N, should show the 

 
 
15 The PML-N nominated Justice Ebrahim. 
16 Article 224(1A), as inserted by section 83(ii) of the eight-
eenth amendment. 

same political maturity in appointing caretaker govern-
ments in the centre and provinces that they demonstrated 
in reaching the consensus that resulted in the CEC’s ap-
pointment, The leaderships of both parties have expressed 
their intention to consult all political parties on the for-
mation of neutral interim governments.17 It is in their in-
terest to reach the earliest possible agreement. Appointed 
through political consensus, neutral caretaker governments 
in the centre and the provinces would help reduce politi-
cal tensions in the run-up to elections and, by resisting 
interference by the military and civil bureaucracy, ensure 
that the ECP holds free, fair and credible polls. But fail-
ure to reach consensus on their appointment could jeop-
ardise the entire electoral exercise, allowing the military 
to install political allies as caretakers or even use the im-
passe between the government and its political opposition 
to postpone polls and derail the democratic transition in 
violation of the constitution.  

B. ELECTION LAWS AND PROCEDURES 

The parliament has passed a number of laws to remove 
flaws in electoral procedures and enhance the credibility 
of the electoral process. The Election Laws (Amendment) 
Act, 2011, which amended the Electoral Rolls Act, 1974, 
and the Representation of the People Act, 1976, is partic-
ularly important. It makes the possession of a valid com-
puterised national identity card (CNIC),18 issued by the 
National Database and Registration Authority (NADRA), 
mandatory for voter registration and participation.19 In the 
2008 election, the Musharraf regime had allowed NADRA-
issued CNICs but also non-computerised identity cards that 
were particularly vulnerable to misuse. “The old identity 
cards were easily duplicated and allowed unscrupulous 
candidates to produce hundreds, if not thousands, of bogus 
entries”, said a senior election official. “On a computer-
ised electoral roll, it will be a lot harder to fabricate voter 
registration”.20 

Since all voter information is now kept in a centralised 
computerised database, it is particularly important to pre-
vent the manipulation of data. To ensure the security of 
the computerised electoral rolls, the Election Laws (Amend-
ment) Act, 2011, mandates that any ECP employee who 
 
 
17 “Kaira welcomes Nawaz’s caretaker setup”, Dawn, 18 July 
2012; “Nawaz for consultations with all parties”, Dawn, 19 
July 2012. 
18 The CNIC has multiple embedded biometric security data 
and features, including watermarks, holograms, photographs 
and fingerprints. Manzoor Qadir, “Government working on 
formula for interim setup”, Daily Times, 2 August 2012. 
19 Amended provisions include sections 6 and 18 of the Elec-
toral Rolls Act, 1974, and section 33 of the Representation of 
the People Act, 1976. 
20 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 26 June 2012. 
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“publishes or communicates to any person, any infor-
mation or data acquired by him in the course of such em-
ployment” without authorisation from the ECP; or “breaches, 
in any manner, the security or integrity of the information 
contained in the electoral rolls database”; or communi-
cates information or data in his possession that has been 
“obtained or disclosed in contravention of the Act” to any 
other person; or “misuses or abuses, in any manner, the 
information or data contained in the electoral rolls data-
base” shall be punishable by a term extending to five years 
or a fine of up to five million rupees ($53,000), or both.21 

During Musharraf’s rule, successive CECs either collud-
ed with the military in gerrymandering constituencies or 
allowed the regime to do so in support of its political 
allies. The parliament has now amended the Delimitation 
of Constituencies Act, 1974, bringing it in line with the 
eighteenth amendment, which vests responsibility in the 
ECP as a whole instead of concentrating powers in the 
CEC’s office. According to the Delimitation of Constitu-
encies (Amendment) Act, 2012, when the members of the 
ECP, including the CEC, overseeing delimitation pro-
ceedings are four in number and are equally divided in 
their opinion, or when, including the CEC, they are three 
in number, and there is a difference of opinion, the matter 
shall be placed before all five members of the ECP (the 
four members and the CEC), and majority opinion will 
prevail.22 Previously, when the members were equally di-
vided, the CEC’s opinion prevailed and was regarded as 
that of the ECP as a whole.23  

Although such reforms are encouraging, much more needs 
to be done to reform a dysfunctional electoral system. 
Parliament should transform the existing sub-committee 
on electoral reform within the National Assembly’s com-
mittee on law, justice and parliamentary affairs into a full 
and permanent committee. That committee should amend 
the diverse legal instruments governing elections to bring 
them in line with international standards, and then unify 
them into a single electoral law.  

III. INTERNAL REFORM OF THE ECP 

On 25 May 2010, the ECP produced a five-year strategic 
plan (2010-2014), based on extensive consultations over a 
six-month period with political parties, lawmakers, civil 
society organisations and international agencies. This set 
out fifteen major goals, divided into 129 time-bound ob-
jectives, and stressed guiding principles reflective of “the 

 
 
21 Section 5 of the Election Laws (Amendment) Act, 2011. 
22 Section 2. 
23 Section 4(3)(a) of the Delimitation of Constituencies Act, 
1974. 

overall philosophy of the ECP”, including independence, 
impartiality, transparency, integrity, professional excel-
lence, the inclusion of marginalised groups, conducive 
working conditions and gender balance.24  

General elections are fast approaching, and the ECP is mov-
ing too slowly in implementing the plan. For instance, the 
deadline to “verify, validate, update and augment” elec-
toral rolls under the strategic goal of improving voter regis-
tration, originally December 2010, has been missed repeat-
edly. Justifications for the delay have included massive 
countrywide floods in 2010 and insecurity in most areas 
of Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. However, be-
cause of this delay, the ECP has failed to meet its consti-
tutional obligation, since 2008, of revising the electoral 
rolls annually in January.  

Under the strategic goal of improving election operations, 
the ECP was to have set up permanent polling stations in 
June 2011. A year past that date, however, it had only 
started surveying public buildings that could potentially 
be used for the next elections.25 CCTV monitoring of 
polling stations and creating linkages between polling sta-
tions and the computerised electoral rolls database – and 
thus allocation of each registered voter to a polling station 
– also originally scheduled for June 2011, can only hap-
pen once permanent polling stations are identified. The 
ECP should immediately prepare a list of permanent poll-
ing stations after consulting all relevant stakeholders, 
publish it on its website and provide reasons in writing for 
any subsequent changes. It is critical that voters be kept 
fully informed of where they can vote well in advance of 
election day, so they can make preparations accordingly.  

By December 2010, the ECP was to have established a 
“transparent” recruitment and hiring system for temporary 
election staff, along with a staff database and performance 
review system to “facilitate hiring of well-performing 
staff for future electoral events”.26 Yet, it admits that it 
has made little progress in implementing these reforms.27 
The ECP has proposed an amendment to the Representa-
tion of the People Act, 1976, to enable it to hire tempo-
rary staff during elections, but this has yet to be taken up 
by parliament. As a result, it will continue to rely in the 
general election on federal, provincial and local govern-
ment employees seconded from their parent departments 
to serve as temporary staff for the duration of the elec-

 
 
24 “Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2010-2014”, Election Commis-
sion of Pakistan, at: www.ecp.gov.pk/sp/downloads.html. 
25 “ECP begins looking for more government buildings”, Daily 
Times, 17 June 2012. 
26 See “Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2010-2014”, op. cit. 
27 “Progress Report on Implementation of the Five-Year Strategic 
Plan”, Election Commission of Pakistan, May 2010-December 
2011, www.ecp.gov.pk/Reports/SPStrategicPlanProgress.pdf. 
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toral cycle.28 There is still no independent mechanism in 
place to challenge the appointment of these officials, who 
in the past have been instrumental in overseeing rigging.  

Temporary personnel are also often deputed to perform 
election-related duties in their home districts, increasing 
the risk of partiality and abuse of office.29 The ECP should 
disallow temporary staff from conducting electoral func-
tions in their home districts and instead depute them in 
adjoining districts to reduce the likelihood of collusion 
between officials and candidates. Parliament must amend 
the existing legislation to empower the ECP to determine 
the conditions under which temporary staff is recruited 
and to investigate misconduct and take punitive measures 
against errant officials. Temporary personnel drafted from 
the civil bureaucracy should be placed under the ECP’s 
exclusive control, and not under their parent departments, 
during the electoral period. Moreover, instead of confin-
ing the selection of temporary personnel only to members 
of the federal, provincial and local bureaucracies, the ECP 
should be authorised to recruit competent and qualified 
people from the private sector through a transparent re-
cruitment process.  

In addition to internal capacity-building through improved 
infrastructure, a streamlined and merit-based recruitment 
and promotion system, better salaries and more advanced 
training at all levels of the hierarchy, the ECP should make 
every effort to meet a number of targets and deadlines, 
stipulated under the strategic plan, to ensure that the next 
election is free, fair and transparent. These include:  

 permanent polling stations established and publicised 
well before the election (originally scheduled for June 
2011);  

 a transparent recruitment, hiring and performance eval-
uation system for temporary staff (originally scheduled 
for December 2010); 

 an effective results-management system to compile 
results expeditiously and transparently (scheduled for 
December 2012); 

 publication of the results on the ECP website immedi-
ately after they are available (scheduled for June 2013);  

 complaint management committees at district level for 
disposal of complaints (originally scheduled for June 

 
 
28 The ECP had set up 64,176 polling stations for the 2008 elec-
tions, with some 552,000 government employees deployed, in-
cluding returning officers for each constituency and presiding 
officers at every polling station, each with an average team of 
nine persons. Tahir Mehdi, “The mechanics of an election”, 
Dawn, 4 August 2012. 
29 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 16. 

2012) and a complaint tracking system at district level 
by setting up an appropriate information technology 
(IT) infrastructure (scheduled for December 2012);  

 enhanced access for election observers (scheduled for 
December 2012); and  

 training of political party representatives and candi-
dates on their roles and responsibilities (scheduled for 
November 2012) and training of polling officials, po-
litical party agents and security personnel (scheduled 
for December 2012). 

Election officials maintain that timely implementation of 
the strategic plan has been hindered by lack of parliamen-
tary ownership of the reform process.30 The ruling party 
and the opposition must urgently prioritise electoral reform 
by immediately appointing a full and permanent parlia-
mentary committee to handle electoral issues. The com-
mittee should undertake a detailed review of the strategic 
plan and make amendments to objectives and timeframes 
where necessary. It should then submit the revised plan to 
a vote, first within the committee and then before the Na-
tional Assembly. The committee should continuously mon-
itor the plan’s implementation to make sure that targets are 
met by their stipulated deadlines. The committee should 
also have the authority to summon and hold ECP officials 
accountable for failing to implement the plan. 

IV.  ADMINISTERING ELECTIONS 

A. ELECTORAL ROLLS  

Under article 219(a) of the constitution, as revised by the 
eighteenth amendment, the ECP is responsible for prepar-
ing electoral rolls for the national and provincial assem-
bly polls, a function that it has not performed in the recent 
past with any distinction. The rolls used for the 2008 elec-
tions, in particular, were marred by widespread errors, in-
consistencies and duplications, partly because of Supreme 
Court directives. After a flawed draft electoral roll pre-
pared by the ECP in 2007 excluded over twenty million 
potential voters, the Supreme Court ordered an urgent re-
vision. Lacking the time or the means to improve the rolls, 
the ECP, without any verification, added 25 million names 
to the equally flawed rolls used in the 2002 elections, the 
first held on Musharraf’s watch.31 During the hearing of a 
Supreme Court petition by Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI) 
chairman Imran Khan in April 2011, seeking a revision of 
the electoral rolls used in the 2008 elections, the ECP 
admitted to identifying as many as 37 million duplicate, 

 
 
30 Crisis Group interviews, Islamabad, May-July 2012. 
31 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 8. 
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bogus or multiple entries out of a total of 81.2 million on 
those rolls.32  

Following the restoration of democracy, the ECP has taken 
steps to improve the accuracy and credibility of the elec-
toral rolls, primarily through collaboration with NADRA. 
After successful completion of a joint ECP-NADRA pilot 
project in 2010 that added new voters and authenticated 
existing and eliminated bogus entries through cross-checking 
with NADRA’s database, parliament passed the Election 
Laws (Amendment) Act, 2011, which makes the posses-
sion of a valid NADRA-issued computerised national iden-
tity card mandatory for voter registration and vote-casting. 
This is an important step towards reducing electoral fraud 
by preventing bogus voting and multiple entries. 

The ECP has launched another major service by which 
voters can confirm their inclusion on the electoral rolls 
and obtain information on their electoral address, elec-
toral area, block code and sub-district/district by sending 
their CNIC number through SMS to a number provided 
by the ECP. By 31 July, 7,800,000 voters had verified vot-
ing details via this service. Cellular technology should prove 
far more efficient in a country where mobile telephone 
use has mushroomed than the earlier practice of providing 
voters their electoral information manually.33  

In July 2011, ECP Secretary Ishtiaq Ahmed Khan disclosed 
that some 35 million fraudulent entries were deleted and 
36 million new voters, verified through the NADRA data-
base, were added. In February 2012, the ECP placed its 
draft electoral rolls in over 50,000 display centres coun-
trywide to give voters the opportunity to examine them.34 
As many as a half million anomalies were subsequently 
detected, mostly from districts in Balochistan and Sindh.35 
“The credibility of the next election will be gravely under-
mined if the ECP and NADRA do not produce an accu-
rate voters’ list”, warned a PML-N member of the Punjab 
provincial parliamentarian.36  

 
 
32 “35 million bogus voters removed from electoral rolls”, The 
Express Tribune, 5 July 2011. 
33 Mumtaz Alvi, “Public wants change which should only come 
through vote: CEC”, The News, 1 August 2012. According to the 
Pakistan Telecommunications Authority, the country currently 
has 131 million mobile phone users, with ten million connec-
tions added in 2011 alone. “Pakistan fifth in Asian mobile 
phone use”, The Express Tribune, 28 July 2012. 
34 “Voter verification: 4.5 million citizens verify records over 
SMS”, The Express Tribune, 15 March 2012; “Poll prepara-
tions: ECP sets up display centres for electoral rolls”, The Ex-
press Tribune, 20 February 2012. 
35 Irfan Ghauri, “‘Error-free’ lists: Over 0.5 million errors iden-
tified in electoral rolls”, The Express Tribune, 18 April 2012. 
36 Crisis Group interview, Lahore, 6 June 2012. 

After fake, duplicate and multiple entries were deleted and 
the names of missing voters included, following door-to-
door verification by 200,000 enumerators, the final com-
puterised electoral rolls were released on 31 July; they 
will be placed at all district elections offices and on the 
ECP website.37 Describing the new rolls as a “clean doc-
ument”, CEC Ebrahim admitted that human error could 
not be ruled out. Emphasising that the rolls were open to 
change until the announcement of the election schedule, 
he asked political parties and the electorate to go through 
them so that any anomalies could be removed.38  

The voter list includes 1.58 million individuals who at-
tained the age of eighteen in the first six months of 2012. 
According to NADRA chairman Tariq Malik, some 15,000 
reaching that age were obtaining CNICs from NADRA 
each week and so could register as voters.39 The NADRA 
chairman also disclosed that of the 92 million adults who 
had been issued CNICs, some 84.3 million were registered 
as voters. Those not registered were either dead, lacked 
proof of residency in any electoral area, had dual or mul-
tiple nationality or were issued CNICs after 1 June 2012. 
He asked all political parties to mobilise citizens both to 
obtain CNICs and register as voters.40 

 
 
37 The electoral rolls contained 84.36 million eligible voters, 
3.33 million more than the rolls used for the 2008 elections. 
The numbers of eligible voters in Punjab increased from 44.64 
to 48.30 million and in KPK from 10.79 million to 12.06 mil-
lion. In Sindh and Balochistan, where the most flaws had been 
detected, eligible voters declined from 19.53 million to 18.43 
million and from 4.29 million to 3.27 million respectively. “EC 
releases new voters’ list”, Dawn, 1 August 2012; “ECP unveils 
new and ‘clean’ electoral lists”, Daily Times, 1 August 2012.  
38 The CEC said, “the process of registration would continue 
until and unless all are enlisted”. Saifullah, “Transparent elec-
toral rolls top priority, says CEC”, Daily Times, 2 August 2012. 
Voters who have not been registered or whose entries are incor-
rect can have their information added and/or corrected through 
the ECP. Corrected entries in the rolls would be published as 
supplementary lists by NADRA every month, a process to con-
tinue till the election schedule was announced. “Verification of 
Sindh voters under way”, Dawn, 1 August 2011. 
39 Almost 40 million of the 84.3 million registered voters fall 
between the eighteen to 35 age group. The voting age was low-
ered from 21 to eighteen in 2002. “Teenagers in voters’ list”, 
Dawn, 19 July 2012”; “A young electorate”, Dawn, 6 August 
2012. 
40 Malik said he would extend its Data Acquisition Units to the 
doorstops of citizens. It currently has 452 national registration 
centres, 252 mobile registration vans and 70 semi-mobile units 
countrywide. Mumtaz Alvi, “Final. EC lists register 50 per cent 
increase in voters”, The News, 5 August 2012; “NADRA urges 
political parties to mobilise unregistered voters”, The News, 7 
August 2012. 



Election Reform in Pakistan 
Crisis Group Asia Briefing N°137, 16 August 2012 Page 8 
 
 
 
 

Because citizens can demand changes until the announce-
ment of the election schedule, political parties have an 
opportunity to educate their constituents on the process, 
and ensure that potential voters acquire the CNIC that is 
now mandatory for registration and voting. Parties must 
understand that it is in their interest to ensure that their 
constituents are registered and that anomalies in the rolls 
are corrected. They should mobilise workers and use vol-
unteers to go through the electoral rolls in their constitu-
encies, which are now publicly available. 

No electoral roll is completely devoid of errors, not even 
in established democracies. In the U.S., for example, a 
February 2012 Pew Center report found that “disarray” in 
the national voter registration rolls could affect results of 
local, state and federal elections.41 What Pakistan requires 
is a roll that is as free of errors as possible and effective 
mechanisms for flaws to be systematically removed. Par-
liament, by introducing the CNIC requirement, has en-
sured that the current list will be far less flawed than in 
the past. It is now the responsibility of the ECP staff to 
ensure that each voter is matched to his/her identity card. 
The ECP should train all polling staff on how to carry out 
this responsibility. 

B. DELIMITATION OF CONSTITUENCIES 

Under Section 3 of the Delimitation of Constituencies Act, 
1974, the ECP is charged with demarcating territorial 
constituencies for elections to the national and provincial 
assemblies. Delimitation must be on the basis of “the dis-
tribution of population in geographically compact areas, 
existing boundaries of administrative units, facilities of 
communication and public convenience and other cognate 
factors” in order to “ensure homogeneity in the creation 
of constituencies”. The ECP must also ensure, “as far as 
may be possible”, that each constituency in a province is 
equal in terms of population.42 

 
 
41 According to the report, “one of eight active registrations is 
invalid or inaccurate. At the same time, one in four people who 
are eligible to vote – at least 51 million potential voters – are 
not registered”. The report found some 1.8 million dead people 
listed as active voters. Another 2.8 million have active registra-
tions in more than one state and twelve million registrations 
have “errors serious enough to make it unlikely that mailings 
based on them will reach voters”. Adam Liptak, “Voters rolls 
are rife with inaccuracies, report finds”, The New York Times, 
14 February 2012. However, the U.S. does use a number of 
measures, varying between states, to allow voters whose names 
do not appear on lists to vote provisionally. Pakistan, like most 
transitional democracies, does not. Hence omissions can be more 
significant 
42 Section 9(1) and (2) of the Delimitation of Constituencies 
Act, 1974. 

National and provincial legislative constituencies must be 
delimited after every national census.43 However, the last 
census was in 1998, on the basis of which the 2002 and 
2008 general elections were conducted. With a fresh cen-
sus to be held every decade, the next was due in 2008 but 
has been repeatedly postponed, most recently in April 2012 
due to a deeply flawed housing census run as a precursor 
to the population census scheduled for August-September 
2011. In April 2011, the Population Census Organisation 
launched a national house-listing operation, a mandatory 
pre-census requirement, but it compiled data with signifi-
cant anomalies. For instance, it showed an 84 per cent in-
crease in households in Sindh between 1998 and 2011, but 
just 32 per cent in Punjab, the most populous province.44 
Briefing the National Assembly committee on economic 
affairs and statistics, the chief census commissioner ad-
mitted that the results in Sindh (particularly Karachi and 
Hyderabad), showed a 3-6 per cent higher population growth 
than trends in previous demographic studies, and Punjab 
was “under-covered”.45 

Since the Population Census Organisation believes that 
the census report cannot be published before mid-2013, 
ECP Secretary Ishtaq Ahmed Khan has said that the next 
general elections, due no later than March 2013, when the 
government completes its five-year term, would be held 
under the existing delimitation of constituencies. As a re-
sult, constituencies will fail to reflect demographic changes 
that have taken place since the 2002 and 2008 elections. 
The failure to demarcate constituencies is also problemat-
ic because Musharraf’s gerrymandering, prior to national 
elections in 2002 and local government polls in 2005, will 
remain untouched.46  

In Sindh province, for instance, that gerrymandering aimed 
primarily at empowering his predominantly Mohajir47 Mut-
tahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) allies at the cost of his 
predominantly Sindhi PPP opponents and fuelled ethnic 

 
 
43 Ibid, section 7(2). 
44 “Population census delayed for flaws in house listing”, 
Dawn, 24 October 2011. While Hyderabad, Jacobabad, Jams-
horo and Karachi districts in Sindh recorded increases of 129 
per cent, 111 per cent, 102 per cent, and 114 per cent respective-
ly, the country’s second most populous city and Punjab’s pro-
vincial capital, Lahore, showed an increase of only 0.94 per cent. 
45 Shahbaz Rana, “2011 Housing census results: Over-counting 
in Sindh, undercounting in Punjab”, The Express Tribune, 11 
January 2012. 
46 “Next election to be held under old delimitation of constitu-
encies: ECP”, Daily Times, 31 July 2012. For more on the ger-
rymandering of districts and other electoral malpractices by the 
Musharraf regime, see Crisis Group Report, Reforming Paki-
stan’s Electoral System; and Briefing, Pakistan’s Local Polls, 
both op. cit. 
47 Mohajirs are Urdu-speaking migrants or their descendants 
from India. 
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conflict. In the lead-up to local government elections in 
2005, Sindh’s second largest city, Hyderabad, was carved 
into four districts – Matiari, Tando Mohammad Khan, 
Tando Allahyar and Hyderabad – as part of what the PPP 
and Sindhi regional parties believed to be an attempt to 
divide the province’s Sindhi and Mohajir populations 
along ethnic lines. The bifurcation of a predominantly Mo-
hajir, pro-MQM urban centre, Hyderabad city, from its 
predominantly Sindhi, pro-PPP periphery sparked major 
clashes between the two communities and continues to 
bedevil ethnic relations.48  

In Karachi, Sindh’s capital, political, ethnic, religious, ter-
rorist and criminal violence has claimed hundreds of lives. 
Competition for resources and links between criminal el-
ements and mid- to low-level leaders of the PPP, MQM 
and the Pashtun-dominated Awami National Party (ANP) 
are largely responsible for this violence.49 An estimated 
5,100 people were killed in Karachi from 2008-2011;50 an-
other 1,150 were killed in the first seven months of 2012 
alone.51 

PPP sources in Sindh privately acknowledge the need for 
a fresh redrawing of constituencies in Karachi and else-
where in Sindh but are concerned that this would mean 
the end of their alliance with the MQM, potentially spark-
ing, as in the past, even more ethnic violence.52 “The pol-
icy of reconciliation pursued by President Asif Ali Zardari 
necessitates that we tread carefully when it comes to sen-
sitive issues such as constituency delimitation that could 
further inflame tensions in Karachi and other parts of 
Sindh”, said a PPP provincial parliamentarian.53 

In its judgment on a suo motu54 case on Karachi’s vio-
lence in October 2011, the Supreme Court recommended 
that the boundaries of administrative units such as police 

 
 
48 Crisis Group Briefing, Pakistan’s Local Polls, op. cit., p. 5; 
Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, op. cit., p. 18. 
49 The PPP, MQM and ANP are partners in Sindh’s coalition 
government. 
50 Atif Raza, “176 fall victim in Karachi violence in May”, Daily 
Times, 4 June 2012. 
51 Amir Zia, “Karachi: Harder times ahead”, The News, 25 July 
2012. 
52 During the democratic transition of the 1990s, the deterioration 
of law and order in Karachi, forcing governments to call in the 
military and paramilitary forces, was largely attributed to MQM 
violence. See Naeem Ahmad Goraya, “And now, General Janjua”, 
Newsline, July 1992, p. 42; Mohammad Hanif, “MQM: The 
Hour of Reckoning”, Newsline, June 1992, pp. 30-32. 
53 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 19 June 2012. 
54 Article 184(3) gives the Supreme Court the power to take suo 
moto (on its own motion) action and to pass enforceable orders 
on “a question of public importance with reference to the en-
forcement of any of the Fundamental Rights” conferred by the 
constitution. 

stations and revenue estates should be changed, to “break 
the cycle of ethnic strife and turf war” and to prevent var-
ious political/ethnic groups from turning parts of the city 
into “no-go” areas for their rivals. Demanding that a fresh 
delimitation of constituencies should also be undertaken 
with “the same object and purpose”, the ECP was author-
ised to initiate the process.55 Neither the ECP nor the PPP-
led Sindh government has, however, taken meaningful steps 
towards implementation, blaming each other for procras-
tinating. The ECP also justifiably argues that conducting 
such a delimitation exercise in Karachi would require a 
new census.56  

The steady influx of hundreds of thousands of jobseekers, 
particularly from Pashtun-majority provinces and regions 
but also from interior Sindh and Punjab, into Karachi un-
derscores the importance of a new census in one of the 
world’s most populous cities.57 But with elections fast ap-
proaching, that will have to wait until the next government 
takes office. A fresh census should then be held without 
delay so the gerrymandering of Musharraf’s regime can 
be removed. Because the delimitation of constituencies 
would take place on the basis of fresh census data, a cred-
ible and transparent process would also help depoliticise 
the exercise, depriving spoilers of an opportunity to fuel 
ethnic strife in ethnically divided cities such as Karachi 
and Hyderabad. The ECP should hold public hearings about 
the delimitation process, and its final report should be 
placed before the National Assembly and the four provin-
cial assemblies for review and approval before being voted 
upon. 

V. OVERSEEING ELECTIONS 

A. ACCOUNTABILITY OF CANDIDATES  
AND POLITICAL PARTIES 

For the 2008 elections, the ECP promulgated a detailed 
code of conduct for candidates, political parties, election 
officials and the administration, but it seldom responded 
to complaints and instances of violations. As a result, 
candidates routinely violated the code of conduct by buy-
ing votes, harassing voters and displaying weapons at 

 
 
55 Suo Motu Case no. 16 of 2011 and Constitutional Petition no. 
61 of 2011, Supreme Court of Pakistan, www.supremecourt. 
gov.pk/web/user_files/File/SMC16of2011_detailed_judg 
ment.pdf. 
56 “SC verdicts on Karachi totally ignored by Sindh government 
(Part one and Part two)”, The News, 5 April 2012. 
57 Growing at around 5 per cent annually, Karachi’s population 
is estimated by NGOs at around 20 million. “Karachi’s popula-
tion explosion far greater than experts’ calculations”, Pakistan 
Today, 6 December 2011. 
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public meetings.58 The ECP was equally ineffective in en-
forcing bans on the abuse of office and state resources for 
political ends and on the transfer of civil servants after the 
announcement of the election schedule. Its capacity to en-
force the electoral code of conduct, which includes pun-
ishments that could lead to disqualification of violators, 
remains limited. ECP officials believe that so long as it is 
not part of the electoral law, the code will lack sufficient 
legal force to deter violators.59  

The ECP amended the code of conduct in June 2012, fol-
lowing the directives in the Supreme Court’s disposition 
of a petition that month against the “wealth, power and 
influence” in prevailing electioneering practices.60 The 
amended code directs National Assembly and Provincial 
Assembly candidates to open a bank account for election-
eering purposes with a maximum limit of 1.5 million ru-
pees (approximately $15,790) and 1 million rupees (ap-
proximately $10,526) respectively. Every candidate will 
have to maintain a daily record of election expenses and 
submit a weekly record to the concerned returning officer 
until the end of the election campaign.61  

Other rules in the amended code prohibit car rallies over 
long distances except for pre-arranged meetings at desig-
nated places, notified to the public by the local administra-
tion; posters, hoardings, banner and leaflets beyond speci-
fied dimensions; hoisting of party flags on public proper-
ties or public places without the written permission of the 
concerned authorities; “wall-chalking” (graffiti) in any form; 
and the use of loudspeakers except at election meetings. 
Parties, candidates and election agents are barred from 
using any vehicle to transport voters to and from a polling 
station, except their immediate family members. They are 
also prohibited from establishing election camps within a 
400-yard radius of a polling station on election day.62  

Politicians across the political divide have criticised the 
low ceilings on election expenditures, given rampant in-
flation and a constantly growing population, as impracti-
cal. “How on earth can one run an effective election cam-
paign in Karachi, for instance, where there are generally 

 
 
58 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 21 
59 Crises Group interviews, serving and retired ECP officials, 
May-June 2012. 
60 In its judgment, the Supreme Court wrote: “We direct the 
Election Commission to frame rules and issue instructions to 
provide legal sanction to these measures, and to implement the 
same to achieve the ultimate objective of fair, free and just 
elections”. Constitution Petition no. 87 of 2011 (Workers Party 
Pakistan and others vs. Federation of Pakistan and others), 
Supreme Court of Pakistan, www.supremecourt.gov.pk/web/ 
page.asp?id=1083. 
61 “Election Rules”, The Express Tribune, 28 June 2012. 
62 Constitution Petition no. 87 of 2011, op. cit. 

around 200,000 votes per constituency, on the shoestring 
budget that the ECP has set?”, questioned a PPP provin-
cial parliamentarian. “Inevitably, you are going to find can-
didates circumventing the system, such as by channelling 
expenditure through their supporters instead of through 
their ECP-mandated bank accounts”.63  

Commenting on the amended code of conduct, a major 
newspaper editorialised: “High campaign costs make it 
impossible for those without means to contest elections 
but the fact is that such a low limit will only lead candi-
dates to find ways around it, which in turn will diminish 
the ECP’s authority”. Describing a number of other regula-
tions as also “overly restrictive, such as the complete ban 
on wall chalkings and very limited use of loudspeakers”, 
and calling the code overall “unrealistic”, it added, “what 
this reflects is that the code will simply be disregarded”.64 

Politicians also criticise the ban on candidates, political 
parties and election agents transporting voters to and from 
polling stations as likely to reduce voter turnout.65 The 
ECP does not have the capacity or the financial resources 
to provide transport to voters in every district on polling 
day. Since public transport is poor or even non-existent, 
particularly in rural areas, voters will be disenfranchised 
if the ECP provides no transport to voters and prevents 
candidates and their supporters from doing so. During the 
by-election in Multan in July 2012 for the seat vacated by 
former Prime Minister Gilani, the first after the announce-
ment of the amended code, the ECP provided transport 
facilities to voters at only 29 of 245 polling stations, leading 
candidates to violate the ban.66 Accusing elections official 
of bias, PPP’s South Punjab vice president, where Multan is 
located, said that the amended code of conduct was “only 
geared to minimise the voter turnout” in the city, since a 
high turnout would have benefited the PPP candidate, Gila-
ni’s son, who won but by a very narrow margin.67 

This measure certainly increases the potential for rigging, 
since it gives ECP bureaucrats, particularly at the district 
and sub-district levels, too much say in where transport is 
provided and which citizens are in effect deprived of their 
right to vote. A major newspaper commented: 

 
 
63 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 19 June 2012. 
64 “Election regulations”, Dawn, 29 June 2012. 
65 Crisis Group interview, PML-N provincial parliamentarian, 
Lahore, 8 June 2012. 
66 “Multan By-Election: ECP offer transport to voters”, The 
Express Tribune, 18 July 2012; “ECP rules violated in NA-151 
by-polls”, The News, 19 July 2012; Shakeel Ahmed, “Qadir Gi-
lani scrapes through in neck and neck fight”, Dawn, 20 July 2012. 
67 “Acting CEC, Punjab accused of influencing NAT-151 poll”, 
Dawn, 19 July 2012. 
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Allegations of favouritism may crop up “if one candi-
date’s supporters are given access to transport while 
those of another are denied the privilege …. [What is] 
actually needed is a clearer, more transparent electoral 
system that not only minimises the chances of fraud 
but also ensures that all voters have equal access to 
polling stations and that they are free to exercise their 
right to adult franchise.68  

While the Supreme Court can argue it is directing the 
ECP to enforce the law, and the ECP can insist it is fol-
lowing that court’s directives, both should acknowledge 
electoral processes are inherently political matters better 
left to elected representatives. The ECP had decided to 
consult with political parties and candidates, as well as 
polling officials, election observers, security personnel 
and media, to discuss the amended code in June. This was 
postponed to mid-July,69 another deadline the ECP missed. 
Now that the ECP’s composition is complete, that consul-
tation must be held at the earliest possible time. The ECP 
should then incorporate amendments suggested by political 
parties, the electoral process’ main stakeholders. Should 
it disregard those suggestions, parliament must assume its 
constitutional responsibility to legislate amendments to 
rationalise the code,70 including by placing realistic ceil-
ings on campaign expenditure, in line with inflation, and 
eliminating unnecessary restrictions on campaigning. In 
particular, political parties must insist that the bar on par-
ty transport of voters should be removed.  

While the code of conduct gives the ECP punitive powers 
against those committing election-related offences, there 
are no provisions to discipline parliamentarians who sub-
mit false statements of assets and liabilities or do not 
submit a statement before the mandatory 30 September 
deadline every year.71 In 2011, the ECP suspended the 
membership of 222 legislators, including several federal 
and provincial ministers, for failing to submit their state-
ments in time but could take no further action other than 
barring them from attending legislative proceedings until 
they filed.72 “Such suspensions are an eyewash, since they 
do not prevent ministers from running their ministries 
while remaining suspended from the legislature nor pre-

 
 
68 “Transporting voters”, Dawn, 19 July 2012. 
69 “ECP postpones consultative meeting of political parties”, 
Daily Times, 19 June 2012. 
70 Under article 222(d) of the constitution, parliament can make 
laws with respect to “the conduct of elections” and under article 
22(e) on “matters relating to corrupt practices and other offenc-
es in connection with elections”. 
71 Section 42A of the Representation of the People Act, 1974, 
and Section 25A of the Senate (Election) Act, 1975. 
72 Irfan Ghauri, “Suspension: 222 lawmakers penalised for with-
holding asset records”, The Express Tribune, 22 October 2011. 

vent suspended legislators from continuing to enjoy offi-
cial privileges”, said a former CEC.73 

Although the ECP publishes the annual statements of 
assets and liabilities filed by lawmakers in the official ga-
zette, copies of which can be purchased, it has yet to place 
them on its website, where they can be accessed free of 
cost, despite its stated intention to do so by October 2010.74 
To hold representatives accountable, parliament should 
give the ECP the powers to punish lawmakers who fail to 
submit their statements within the stipulated timeframe. In 
the interest of transparency, the ECP should also post these 
on its website, along with details of electoral expenses. 

B. PROTECTING WOMEN’S VOTING RIGHTS 

Instead of devoting time and energy to measuring the dis-
tance of political party meetings from polling booths and 
policing the placing of political posters and hoardings, the 
ECP should focus on issues more deserving of action, 
such as punishing political parties and candidates that col-
lude to prevent women from voting. For instance, in a by-
election in KPK’s Shangla district in 2011, only around 100 
of a registered 59,177 women managed to vote. Women 
were prevented from voting at 69 combined polling stations 
and fourteen exclusively female stations as part of an 
agreement among the contesting parties, including such 
moderate parties as the ANP and PPP.75  

ECP officials attempted but failed to convince parties and 
local elders to allow the women to vote. Despite this bla-
tant violation of electoral norms, as well as Pakistan’s ob-
ligations as a signatory to the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), the ECP declined to cancel the election. It has 
the power to do so in any constituency if the fundamental 
principle of fair voting is violated. However, according to 
a leading human rights practitioner, “the ECP cancels poll-
ing only when violence disrupts peaceful voting or in the 
event of booth-capturing but never when women are not 
allowed to cast their votes”.76  

The ECP must use its punitive powers under the Repre-
sentation of the People Act, 1976, to prevent the exclusion 
of women voters. Under Section 78, a person is guilty of 
corrupt practice and therefore liable to be imprisoned for 
three years or required to pay a fine of five thousand ru-
pees (around $52), or both, if he uses undue influence to 
manipulate voter behaviour. Examples of undue influence, 
 
 
73 Crisis Group interview, Sardar Fakhar-e-Alam, Haripur, 29 
June 2012. 
74 “Five-Year Strategic Plan, 2010-2014”, op. cit. 
75 Zia-ur-Rehman, “The right not to vote”, The News, 21 Febru-
ary 2011. 
76 I. A. Rehman, “Not by code alone”, Dawn, 5 July 2012. 
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laid out in Section 81, include when a person, in order “to 
induce or compel another to vote or refrain from voting … 
a) makes or threatens the use of any force, violence or re-
straint; or b) inflicts or threatens to inflict any injury, 
damage, harm or loss”. Undue influence also comes into 
play when a person, “by abduction, duress or any fraudu-
lent device or contrivance”, either “a) impedes or pre-
vents the free exercise of the franchise by an elector; or 
b) compels, induces or prevails upon any elector to vote 
or refrain from voting”.77  

In May 2012, as part of an electoral reform package to be 
submitted to parliament by the law ministry, the ECP rec-
ommended that it be empowered to deal more effectively 
with disenfranchisement of women voters, including the 
right to nullify elections where local parties have agreed 
to exclude women or where less than 10 per cent of eligi-
ble women have voted. Moreover, it proposed that presid-
ing officers should be required to provide separate data 
on the turnout of male and female voters.78 The subcom-
mittee on electoral reforms submitted the draft to the Na-
tional Assembly standing committee on law, justice and 
parliamentary affairs, which approved it and sent it back 
to the ECP for comments. Once those are received, the 
draft bill will be introduced in parliament, which should 
approve it.79 While parties should understand that it is in 
their interest to ensure that women obtain CNICs80 and 
are registered as voters, the ECP should monitor turnout 
and results at both exclusively female and combined poll-
ing stations and hold its staff accountable if it colludes 
with parties in excluding women from the process.  

C. RESOLVING ELECTORAL DISPUTES 

Election tribunals are headed by a serving or retired judge 
of the relevant provincial High Court or a district and ses-
sions judge who, at the time of retirement, was qualified 
to be a High Court judge. These tribunals adjudicate elec-
toral disputes. While the CEC previously had sole author-
ity to appoint election tribunals, the eighteenth amendment 
has transferred this to the ECP as a whole.81 Each tribunal 
possesses the powers of a civil court trying a case under 
the Code of Civil Procedure, 1908. It must decide a peti-

 
 
77 Section 81(4) of the Representation of the People Act, 1976. 
78 Sumera Khan, “Electoral reforms package: ‘If less than 10% 
vote, nullify poll result”, The Express Tribune, 22 May 2012. 
79 “50 amendments on poll law proposed”, Dawn, 29 May 2012. 
80 NADRA has registered over 80 per cent of women country-
wide, with some centres reserved only for women; see www. 
nadra.gov.pk. 
81 Section 57 of the Representation of the People Act, 1976; 
article 219(c) of the constitution, as amended by the eighteenth 
amendment. 

tion within four months. An appeal against a tribunal’s de-
cision can be made to the Supreme Court within 30 days.82 

Despite the legal requirement to dispose of petitions with-
in four months, there are excessive delays. Petitions from 
one election frequently remain undecided till the next 
election. Out of 221 petitions from the 2002 elections, 39 
were still pending when the 2008 elections took place.83 
Of the 107 petitions filed after the 2008 National Assem-
bly and Senate elections as well as by-elections, 29 were 
undecided in November 2011.84 Causes for protracted de-
lays include complicated bureaucratic procedures in re-
ceiving, approving and forwarding petitions to the elec-
tion tribunals; the competing workloads of serving High 
Court judges; and widespread collusion and corruption on 
the part of both judges and lawyers that result in frequent 
adjournments.85 

The original draft of the Election Laws (Amendment) Bill, 
2011, had authorised election tribunals to appoint local 
commissions to record evidence within ten days of the fil-
ing of a petition, which would then be forwarded to the rel-
evant election tribunal for speedy disposal. However, the 
final amendment made no mention of the commissions, 
which could play an important role in eliminating bureau-
cratic roadblocks by reducing the scores of administrative 
personnel tasked with processing electoral petitions.  

It is encouraging that the parliamentary sub-committee on 
electoral reforms is currently reviewing a draft bill that 
envisages the establishment of such commissions in dis-
tricts countrywide to decentralise and streamline the time-
ly resolution of election-related complaints. “This bill is 
a sincere effort on the part of parliament to improve the 
credibility of the electoral process by empowering tribu-
nals to resolve petitions within the stipulated timeframe”, 
said a senior member of the electoral reforms sub-com-
mittee.86 According to the draft bill, the commissions, 
composed of district election officers, permanent officials 
of the ECP, the heads of the district bureaucracy and po-
lice, contesting candidates, nominees of all political par-
ties and media and civil society representatives, would 
vet electoral complaints. Complaints would no longer be 
routed through the ECP but would be sent directly from 
the commissions to the relevant election tribunals.87  
 
 
82 Section 67(1A) and (3) of the Representation of the People 
Act, 1976. 
83 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 22. 
84 “Election tribunals yet to give verdict on 29 petitions against 
MNAs, senators”, Pakistan Today, 11 November 2011. 
85 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 22. 
86 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 18 June 2012. 
87 “Pre-elections: Panel to review crucial electoral law reforms”, 
The Express Tribune, 28 May 2012. 
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The ECP should abide by its 2011 decision to appoint re-
tired High Court or district and sessions judges to head 
election tribunals and so end the practice of appointing 
serving judges with competing workloads.88 It should en-
sure that the tribunals attach equal importance to every 
petition and resolve them within the mandated period. 
Additional reforms are needed to delineate roles and re-
sponsibilities in the complaints process, particularly with 
regards to investigations. The complaint tracking system 
also needs to be improved and made more transparent. A 
full record of complaints filed, responses made, decisions 
taken and outcomes reached should be made and placed 
on the ECP website. A central complaint tracking system 
exists only at the federal level and should be extended to 
the provinces and districts.  

VI. THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
COMMUNITY 

Over the last decade, donors and international agencies have 
provided significant financial and technical assistance for 
electoral reform, but the results have been disappointing. 
That donor assistance failed to reform the electoral sys-
tem was unsurprising during the Musharraf regime, since 
the vast majority of influential international actors accepted 
the military’s rigged elections and refused to acknowl-
edge that a functioning democracy was an essential pre-
requisite for meaningful electoral reform. Since the inter-
national community, despite the millions of dollars in aid 
it gave, was unable or unwilling to push for substantial 
changes to a corrupt and inefficient electoral management 
body for fear that the military would push back, the ECP’s 
capacity to conduct free, fair and credible elections re-
mained questionable at best.89  

Donor support, leading up to the 2008 elections, came 
through two basket funds: the first, managed by the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP), which supported the 
ECP and voter education; the second, administered by the 
Asia Foundation, which oversaw a network of local NGOs 
promoting voter mobilisation and election monitoring. 
The U.S. provided separate support to the International 
Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) and to political 
parties through the National Democratic Institute (NDI), 
the International Republican Institute (IRI) and Democra-
cy International (DI).90  

 
 
88 Irfan Ghauri, “14 parties registered but Musharraf has to 
wait”, The Express Tribune, 16 June 2011. 
89 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 24. 
90 “Pakistan Election Support Program”, U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development, http://transition.usaid.gov/pk/sectors/ 
democracy/pesp.html. 

The UNDP-managed Electoral Cycle Support to the ECP 
(2012-2014) is the primary source of international elec-
toral reform aid. It has a $25.56 million budget,91 with 
$8.52 million in donor money received thus far.92 The 
main focus is on technical help for needs identified by the 
ECP. It is divided into two phases, the first covering the 
pre-electoral and the second the post-election period. Ac-
tivities for the pre-electoral period include creation of an 
“enabling environment through proper legal framework, 
rules, procedures and overarching policies for electoral 
events”, followed by “planning and training periods along 
with election management”.93 This preparatory period would 
set the stage for polling and results verification. The post-
electoral period would be devoted to strengthening insti-
tutional mechanisms, such as auditing and updating the 
electoral rolls. The expected end results include increased 
ECP capacity to deliver its strategic plan; strengthening 
of electoral laws and procedures for enhanced administra-
tive effectiveness; and improved engagement of citizens, 
particularly women and youth.94 

International financial assistance and technical support 
can be instrumental in achieving many of the objectives 
of the ECP’s strategic plan, including improvements in 
the computerisation of electoral rolls, the creation of a se-
cure database for maintaining voter information and link-
ages both between polling stations and between polling 
stations and the computerised voter list. Donors should 
help the ECP develop a comprehensive IT infrastructure 
that links the central ECP secretariat with its provincial 
and field offices. To help the ECP reverse the military’s 
gerrymandering of electoral districts and to prevent manip-
ulation after the next census, donors could also provide 
geographical information systems to digitally map elec-
toral areas and to ensure that constituency delimitation 
takes place along credible, scientific lines. 

UNDP’s electoral support program targets a number of 
areas in need of urgent reform. Proposed activities include 
training the ECP’s 1,800 permanent employees and esti-
mated 500,000 temporary personnel, recruited for election-
related duties, in electoral management; and strengthen-
ing the capacity of the Federal Election Academy, the 
ECP’s sole training institution, by training instructors in 

 
 
91 “Electoral Cycle Support to the Election Commission of Pa-
kistan”, UNDP-Pakistan, 2012, http://undp.org.pk/electoral-
cycle-support-to-the-elections-commission-of-pakistan-2012-
2014.html. 
92 “Electoral Cycle Support to the Election Commission of Pa-
kistan, 2012-2014”, UNDP-Pakistan, monthly bulletin no. 1, 
May 2012, p. 2. 
93 Electoral Cycle Support to the Election Commission of Paki-
stan, 2012-2014”, UNDP-Pakistan, 11 January 2012, p. 12. 
94 Ibid, p. 2. 
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best electoral practices and modernising the curriculum.95 
Donor aid should also be directed at helping the ECP create 
more effective and responsive electoral dispute resolution 
mechanisms, including a computerised system for track-
ing complaints at central, provincial and district levels. 

Financial and technical support for the ECP’s strategic 
plan will, however, go to waste if donors fail to institute 
effective accountability mechanisms. Moreover, while the 
technical aspects of the reform effort are important, the 
international community’s earlier neglect of the wider po-
litical implications of elections in favour of a much nar-
rower technical approach should not be repeated. The 
democratic transition provides an enabling environment 
in which even technical assistance can play a meaningful 
role in reforming the ECP. But the international commu-
nity should seek the input of all stakeholders, especially 
parliamentarians and parties, in determining as well as 
exercising oversight over the reform agenda, instead of 
confining such efforts to the ECP bureaucracy.  

For instance, membership of the Strategic Plan Manage-
ment Committee (SPMC) and the Review, Assistance and 
Facilitation Team (RAFT) – intended to monitor the im-
plementation of the ECP’s five-year strategic plan and to 
plan further reform measures – is currently confined only 
to ECP officials and donor representatives. It should be 
extended to include nominees of political parties, profes-
sional associations, reputable civil society organisations 
and the media. To increase parliamentary scrutiny of the 
overall reform process, national and provincial public ac-
counts committees should hold regular hearings in which 
ECP, SPMC and RAFT members should participate. 

Previous donor-funded programs, such as the Support for 
Democratic and Electoral Processes in Pakistan (SDEPP) 
project (2000-2009) and the Support for National Elec-
tions in Pakistan (SNEP) project (2006-2008), focused on 
the ECP and other non-governmental actors and excluded 
political parties on the grounds that they were corrupt and 
internally undemocratic.96 UNDP’s current program, how-
ever, aims to “assist the ECP in developing and imple-
menting a systematic programme of regular meetings with 
stakeholders in the media, political parties, and civil soci-
ety”, thus “strengthening participation of political parties 
and candidates, building trust in electoral processes and 
improving public awareness”, a key goal of the ECP’s stra-
tegic plan.97 Such measures should be vigorously pursued. 
Without broader engagement, particularly with political 
parties and parliament, donor-assisted electoral reform 
efforts are unlikely to be sustainable. 

 
 
95 Ibid, p. 6. 
96 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Electoral System, 
op. cit., p. 25. 
97 “Electoral Cycle Support”, 11 January 2012, op. cit., p. 13. 

Finally, external electoral observation can play a crucial 
role in gauging the ECP’s performance in the next general 
election. In 2002, the European Union’s (EU) election ob-
servation mission produced a report that proved particu-
larly useful in identifying the manner in which Musharraf’s 
military regime manipulated the electoral process. The 
EU 2008 observation mission helped identify the ECP’s 
internal weaknesses and suggest remedial measures.98 The 
presence of international observers in the next general 
election would serve two purposes: first to send a strong 
signal of support for a democratic transfer of power and 
secondly to help identify the flaws in the electoral system 
and suggest remedial measures. The ECP has made a 
commitment under the strategic plan to enhance access to 
election observers. The international community should 
hold it to this commitment. 

VII. CONCLUSION 

With the next election just months away, the PPP-led gov-
ernment and its parliamentary opposition should immedi-
ately implement the reforms needed to ensure a peaceful 
and widely accepted political transition. Transfer of pow-
er through the ballot box would consolidate the gains 
made by the return to civilian rule in 2008. The appoint-
ment through unanimous parliamentary consensus of a 
chief election commissioner, a first in Pakistan’s electoral 
history, is encouraging, but more needs to be done to en-
hance the ECP’s capacity to hold free, fair and credible 
elections. The new CEC, Justice Fakhruddin G. Ebrahim, 
rightly noted that “free and fair elections will change the 
fate of the county”, and added “I want to hold such elec-
tions to which no one can raise objection”.99 The govern-
ment, political opposition and international community 
alike need to help him in that.  

Pakistan’s history over the last two decades has been marked 
by elections selectively rigged by the military with the 
ECP’s connivance. The next election could be similarly 
manipulated, or perhaps not held at all, particularly if the 
PPP and the PML-N fail to agree on a caretaker govern-
ment. That could give the military, as in the past, the op-
portunity, potentially with the support of the superior judi-
ciary, to disrupt the democratic process by postponing the 
polls and rule indirectly through a handpicked caretaker 

 
 
98 “Final Report of the European Union’s Observation Mission 
to Pakistan: National and Provincial Assembly Elections”, 10 
October 2002; ibid, 18 February 2008. 
99 “Free, fair, transparent elections will be ensured at all costs: 
CEC”, Daily Times, 27 July 2012; “‘Litmus test’: CEC wants to 
set precedent by holding free, fair elections”, The Express 
Tribune, 27 July 2012. 
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regime. Elections could then be postponed further and/or 
selectively rigged.  

Flawed elections in the 1990s followed the dismissal of 
successive PPP and PML-N elected governments before 
they completed their terms of office. Mindful of these 
dangers, the PPP-led government and the PML-N should 
urgently reach a consensus on a neutral caretaker govern-
ment in the centre and non-partisan interim governments 
in the provinces. The international community should lend 
its support to democracy by making it clear to the military 
that it would not favour a postponement or any other steps 
to derail the election process. All stakeholders, particularly 
the political parties, the ultimate stakeholders in the elec-
toral process, must work together to ensure that the dem-
ocratic process continues and is sustainable. The transfer 
of power from one elected government to another, for the 
first time in Pakistan’s history, through free, fair, transpar-
ent and democratic elections is the only way to stabilise 
this fragile polity. 

Islamabad/Brussels, 16 August 2012 
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ABOUT THE INTERNATIONAL CRISIS GROUP 
 

 

The International Crisis Group (Crisis Group) is an inde-
pendent, non-profit, non-governmental organisation, with some 
130 staff members on five continents, working through 
field-based analysis and high-level advocacy to prevent and 
resolve deadly conflict. 

Crisis Group’s approach is grounded in field research. Teams 
of political analysts are located within or close by countries 
at risk of outbreak, escalation or recurrence of violent con-
flict. Based on information and assessments from the field, it 
produces analytical reports containing practical recommen-
dations targeted at key international decision-takers. Crisis 
Group also publishes CrisisWatch, a twelve-page monthly 
bulletin, providing a succinct regular update on the state of 
play in all the most significant situations of conflict or po-
tential conflict around the world. 

Crisis Group’s reports and briefing papers are distributed 
widely by email and made available simultaneously on the 
website, www.crisisgroup.org. Crisis Group works closely 
with governments and those who influence them, including 
the media, to highlight its crisis analyses and to generate 
support for its policy prescriptions. 

The Crisis Group Board – which includes prominent figures 
from the fields of politics, diplomacy, business and the media 
– is directly involved in helping to bring the reports and 
recommendations to the attention of senior policy-makers 
around the world. Crisis Group is chaired by former U.S. 
Undersecretary of State and Ambassador Thomas Pickering. 
Its President and Chief Executive since July 2009 has been 
Louise Arbour, former UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights and Chief Prosecutor for the International Criminal 
Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and for Rwanda. 

Crisis Group’s international headquarters is in Brussels, and 
the organisation has offices or representation in 34 locations: 
Abuja, Bangkok, Beijing, Beirut, Bishkek, Bogotá, Bujum-
bura, Cairo, Dakar, Damascus, Dubai, Gaza, Guatemala 
City, Islamabad, Istanbul, Jakarta, Jerusalem, Johannesburg, 
Kabul, Kathmandu, London, Moscow, Nairobi, New York, 
Port-au-Prince, Pristina, Rabat, Sanaa, Sarajevo, Seoul, Tbilisi, 
Tripoli, Tunis and Washington DC. Crisis Group currently 
covers some 70 areas of actual or potential conflict across four 
continents. In Africa, this includes, Burkina Faso, Burundi, 
Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Nigeria, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda and Zimbab-
we; in Asia, Afghanistan, Burma/Myanmar, Indonesia, Kash-
mir, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Nepal, North Korea, 
Pakistan, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Taiwan Strait, Tajikistan, 
Thailand, Timor-Leste, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan; in 

Europe, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cyp-
rus, Georgia, Kosovo, Macedonia, North Caucasus, Serbia 
and Turkey; in the Middle East and North Africa, Algeria, 
Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel-Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Libya, Morocco, Syria, Tunisia, Western Sahara and Yemen; 
and in Latin America and the Caribbean, Colombia, Guate-
mala, Haiti and Venezuela. 

Crisis Group receives financial support from a wide range of 
governments, institutional foundations, and private sources. 
The following governmental departments and agencies have 
provided funding in recent years: Australian Agency for In-
ternational Development, Australian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, Austrian Development Agency, Belgian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Canadian International Devel-
opment Agency, Canadian International Development and 
Research Centre, Foreign Affairs and International Trade 
Canada, Royal Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dutch 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Commission, Finnish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, German Federal Foreign Office, 
Irish Aid, Principality of Liechtenstein, Luxembourg Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, New Zealand Agency for Interna-
tional Development, Royal Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Swedish International Development Agency, Swedish 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Swiss Federal Department of 
Foreign Affairs, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, United 
Kingdom Department for International Development, U.S. 
Agency for International Development.  

The following institutional and private foundations have pro-
vided funding in recent years: Adessium Foundation, Carne-
gie Corporation of New York, The Charitable Foundation, The 
Elders Foundation, Henry Luce Foundation, William & Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, Humanity United, Hunt Alternatives 
Fund, John D. & Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Open 
Society Institute, Ploughshares Fund, Rockefeller Brothers 
Fund and VIVA Trust. 
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