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P
robably no other issue is likely to have such 

a signifi cant impact on Africa’s economic 

development in 2011 as various elections 

scheduled this year. Th e number of national elec-

tions to be held in Africa in 2011 is unprecedented 

with 27 countries holding crucial presidential, leg-

islative and local elections. Th ese countries include: 

Benin (presidential and national assembly), Burkina 

Faso (local), Cameroon (presidential), Cape Verde 

(presidential and national assembly), Central Af-

rica Republic (presidential and national assembly), 

Chad (presidential, national assembly and local), the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (presidential and 

national assembly ), Djibouti (regional and local), 

Egypt (presidential), Gabon (national assembly), 

Liberia (presidential, house of representatives and 

junior senators), Madagascar (presidential, national 

assembly and local), Mauritania (national assem-

bly, regional and local senate), Mauritius (regional 

assembly), Niger (presidential), Nigeria (national 

assembly, presidential, state assemblies and gover-

nors), Rwanda (senate and local), Sao Tome (local 

and presidential), Seychelles (presidential), South 

Africa (local), Southern Sudan (independence ref-

erendum), Tunisia (chamber of councilors), Uganda 

(presidential, national assembly and local), Zambia 

(presidential, national assembly and local), Zimba-

bwe (constitutional referendum, presidential, na-

tional assembly, senate and local). How these elec-

tions turn out—whether they are considered fair or 

not, results disputed or accepted, peaceful or vio-

lent—will have a major impact on the development 

prospects in the continent. 

Th e fact that regular competitive elections have be-

come institutionalized in the African political land-

scape is in itself a positive sign of emerging democ-

racies. Elections have been an important aspect of 

entrenching democracy in Africa. Th ey have given 

many Africans, who for a long time were under op-

pressive dictatorships, the opportunity to elect lead-

ers that represent the needs of the African citizens 

and prioritize development goals. Elections have 

been instrumental in removing incompetent and 
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corrupt leaders in Africa, which has increased the 

growth prospects for African countries. Th ere is 

compelling evidence that where elections are held 

on a regular basis, the leaders are more accountable 

and service delivery improves considerably. Elections 

have provided citizens with a voice to express how 

they should be governed and the services they de-

mand. In this respect, the fact that so many African 

countries will be holding elections in 2011 should 

be seen a positive sign for the continent’s economic 

development.

However, competitive elections have not always 

turned out well in Africa. In fact, a few recent elec-

tions, such as those in Kenya, Zimbabwe and Côte 

d’Ivoire, have tended to weaken the institution, with 

claims of rigged and stolen elections. In these and 

other cases, elections have actually further polar-

ized ethnic groups and led to violent confl icts. In 

other cases, elections have allowed specifi c groups to 

continue their dominance over others by excluding 

smaller ethnic groups from sharing in the fruits of 

development. Elections in Africa have often been 

marred by widespread vote buying, bribery and vot-

er intimidation. Th e rise in electoral fraud in Africa 

threatens to undermine the expected gains of the 

electoral process as these contested elections could 

degenerate into widespread confl icts.

Probably the worst aspect of competitive elections 

in Africa has been their infl uence on ethnic poli-

tics. Elections have unfortunately tended to be ex-

tremely polarizing as African politicians have often 

used ethnicity as the axis for political mobilization. 

Rather than uniting various groups, electoral politics 

in Africa has tended to divide the diff erent ethnic 

groups and erode trust among them. Such negative 

outcomes do not bode well for creating the key so-

cial networks that are conducive for economic de-

velopment in Africa. 

INVESTING IN ELECTIONS

Many of the upcoming elections off er hope in the 

solidifying democracy in Africa. Nevertheless, dan-

ger looms if these elections are not managed appro-

priately. As we start the year, there is need for Africa 

and the international community to invest in elec-

tions in order to improve the electoral processes and 

maximize their benefi ts. 

Th ere are two policy priorities that should be taken 

in order to ensure that the benefi ts of the 2011 elec-

tions in Africa are realized. Th e fi rst has to do with 

the diff usion of power. African elections have been 

so contentious partly due to the high concentration 

of power in the executive. Winning a presidential 

race in Africa often gives the new president im-

mense powers to distribute benefi ts to his/her sup-

porters at the expense of other citizens. To minimize 

these discretionary powers, there is need for major 

institutional reforms that place suffi  cient constraints 

on executive powers. Th is way, even coalitions that 

do not win could still hold the leadership account-

able. 

Th e second priority should be investment in Africa’s 

electoral systems—voter registrations, identifi cation, 

voting equipment, independent electoral commis-

sions, vote monitoring and tallying, etc. Th e source 

of problems in recent disputed elections in Africa 

has been weaknesses in the electoral processes. 

Many African countries scheduled to hold elections 

in 2011 are ill-prepared to conduct credible, free and 

fair elections.
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Development partners can play a crucial by sup-

porting electoral systems early on and by acting as 

independent observers. It is also important that re-

gional organizations be prepared to handle potential 

and very likely chaos and violence that could arise 

from disputed elections. Africans and the interna-

tional community should not be caught by surprise 

if violent confl icts arise after some of the elections 

take place.

Well-managed elections will greatly advance the in-

stitutional infrastructure and forge economic growth 

in African countries. But, poorly managed elections 

are likely to weaken institutions, create confl icts and 

undermine growth not only in the countries con-

cerned but also in neighboring countries.
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