What it takes to run an e ection for India

The Election
Commission
of India runs
the elections.
A former
head of the
federal body
explains how
it is done.

S.Y. Quraishi

EDITOR'S NOTE: India’s general elections

for the lower house of the Parliament
started on April 11 and will conclude on
May 23. The political party or the coali-
tion of parties that wins a majority of
the 545 seats will form the next govern-
ment. S.Y. Quraishi, who headed the
Election Commission of India between
2010 and 2012, the federal body con-
ducting the elections, explains how
elections are conducted and the effort it
takes.

HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE VOTING?

As Gopalkrishna Gandbhi, the scholar
of India and grandson of Mahatma
Gandhi, aptly described it, “India is
valued the world over for a great many
things, but for three over others: the
Taj Mahal, Mahatma Gandhi and In-
dia’s electoral democracy.” It is the
17th general election in India, being
held in seven phases over 38 days.
Nine hundred million Indians are
registered to vote! Around 70 percent
are expected to vote. The voting age in
India is 18, and 15 million are voting for
the first time.

WHAT IS THE ELECTION COMMISSION OF
INDIA?

Indian elections are conducted by
the Election Commission of India, a
fiercely autonomous body set up by
the Indian Constitution in 1950. The
chief election commissioner and two
election commissioners are appointed
by the federal government for a term
of six years or till they are 65 years of
age. They are generally senior civil
servants from the Indian Administra-
tive Service.

The chief election commissioner,
who heads the body, cannot be re-
moved except by impeachment. Nei-
ther can the other two commissioners
be removed except on the recommen-
dation of chief election commissioner.
The commission has a relatively small
permanent staff of about 400 people at
its headquarters in New Delhi and
about 400 across the country.

HOW DO THESE 800 PEOPLE CONDUCT
ELECTIONS FOR 900 MILLION VOTERS?

Well, we couldn’t do it alone! The
commission borrows about 12 million
employees from various federal and
state government departments for the
period of elections. You enlist senior

civil servants and police officers in the

top management. You get the school-
teachers, engineers, clerks, health care
workers, security forces and all kinds
of support staff.

Private sector employees are not
involved in the process, as it would be
impossible to ensure their neutrality —
a nonnegotiable condition. For the
duration of the elections, the govern-
ment employees are deputed to and
solely answerable to the election com-
mission. :

HOW MANY ELECTIONS HAS THE COMMIS-
SION RUN SO FAR?

Over seven decades of independent
India, the commission has conducted
16 elections for the lower house of the
Parliament and over 360 elections for
legislative assemblies of Indian states.
The commission has, at times, worked
in the most trying circumstances. In
1982, it had to conduct elections for the
State Assembly in the northeastern
state of Assam at the height of a vio-
lent agitation that had roiled the region
for years. Similarly, the commission
conducted several elections in Jammu
and Kashmir despite long-running

violent conflict in the region.

HOW DOES THE COMMISSION MOVE 12
MILLION POLLING STAFF MEMBERS AND AN
ENORMOUS AMOUNT OF POLLING MATERIAL
ACROSS SUCH A MASSIVE AND DIVERSE
LANDSCAPE?

It is the biggest exercise in manag-
ing a single event anywhere in the
world! There are a million polling
stations across India. About 12 million
polling staff members have been de-
ployed. Over 120 trains with more than
3,000 coaches, 200,000 buses and cars
are used to transport people and elec-
tion related materials across the coun-
try. And it is not just buses and trains:
you also have to hire airplanes, heli-
copters, boats, tractors, motorcycles,
bullock carts and mules, elephants and
camels as well for transportation.

AFTER THE LOGISTICS, THERE IS THE
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Voters casting their votes in the third phase of India’s general election.

ACTUAL POLLING AND MAKING SURE IT IS
FREE AND FAIR? i

The commission appoints-more than
2,000 election observers, who travel
through various constituencies in-
specting whether the elections are
transparent, free and fair. They record
and report any violations of rules and
the model code of conduct. They are
assisted by about 140,000 polling offi-
cials, known as micro-observers, each
assigned to monitor one polling sta-
tion. Beyond that, the commission also
deploys about 75,000 videographers
and almost as many photographers,
who record any wrongdoing at the
polling booths during voting.

ELECTIONS FOR THE PARLIAMENT ARE
GENERALLY HELD OVER A MONTH. HOW ARE
THE ELECTIONS SCHEDULED?

It is not an easy task. Our prime

3

consideration is the convenience of the
voters. You have to factor in weather
conditions, agricultural cycles, school
examinations, religious and social
festivals and questions of law and
order when you finalize election dates.
WHY ARE THE ELECTIONS HELD IN
PHASES? ALMOST MORE THAN A MONTH!
That is to ensure a peaceful, free and

- fair process. The commission deploys

federal armed police and paramilitary
forces to safeguard the election
process. They are considered neutral
and fair because they are not deployed
in their home states. For nearly two
decades, all Indian political parties
have been demanding that these fed-
eral forces be deployed in their constit-
uencies. i

But the availability of these forces is
limited and they have to be rotated
across the country, which necessitates
multiple-phase elections. In the 2014
elections, more than 100,000 federal
police and paramilitary personnel
were transported across India by 234
special trains. If we had enough of
these forces, the commission would
conduct the elections in a single day.

WHAT PROMPTS SUCH NEED FOR WIDE-
SCALE SECURITY?

It is to ensure there is no voter
intimidation, that no political actors try
to sabotage the polling through inter-
ference, intimidation or violence or
booth capturing — armed thugs hired
by a political party would seize control
of a polling place and stuff ballot boxes
— which was widespread two decades
ago. In 2014, the commission had
marked 75,237 villages as sensitive
places which had a history of conflict
and violence during elections, and .
where such dangers persisted. Our
officials actively identify individuals
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who have a history of misconduct,
threatening or intimidating voters,
polling officials or representatives of
other political parties on the polling
day. The commission had identified
more than 200,000 such characters in
the last election.

HOW DOES THE ELECTION COMMISSION
REACH VOTERS ACROSS SUCH A VAST LAND-
SCAPE? z

The commission does everything to
reach every last voter. Election rules
require that no Indian citizen should
have to travel more than two kilome-
ters to vote, whether they live on the °
world’s highest mountains or on a
desolate island. Thousands of polling
officials often walk for two or three
days to reach polling stations, which
might be otherwise inaccessible. Every
vote counts.

A polling booth was, therefore, set
up in remote Gir Forest National Park
in the western state of Gujarat for the
only voter living there: a Hindu priest.
The polling officials wait for him to
come and vote at any time he chogges.
In the northeastern state of Arunachal
‘Pradesh, on the border with China, |
polling officials hike for a day to reach
Malogam village, where one woman is
registered to vote.

In Ladakh region of Jammu and
Kashmir, a polling station is set up at
an altitude of 4,327 meters for 12 vot-
ers. Polling officials carry oxygen
tanks to reach the village of Anlay Pho,
which is 4,500 meters above sea level.
In the southernmost Andaman and
Nicobar Islands in the Indian Ocean,
polling officials set up polling stations
for nine voters after traveling through
swamps infested with crocodiles.

" INDIAN ELECTIONS ARE INTENSELY COM-
PETITIVE. HOW DOES THE ELECTION COMMIS-
SION ENSURE THAT POLITICAL PARTIES
FOLLOW THE RULES AND ALLOW THE
PROCESS TO BE FREE AND FAIR?

In a huge country with prolonged,
phased elections, minimum standards
of behavior are essential for peace,
freeness and fairness of the process. To

ensure this, the commission created a
set of guidelines known as the Model
Code of Conduct, which evolved with
the consensus of political parties..

The commission enforces the code of
conduct right from the day it an-
nounces the election schedule. The
code is not law, but it carries great
moral authority, which makes it very
effective. If the commission censures a
candidate or a politician for breaching
the code of conduct, it can have a
serious effect on his or her political
fortunes by inviting negative public
opihion. Hate speech, asking for votes
in the name of religion and caste, using
the state machinery for campaign
purposes by the ruling party, among
others, are considered violations of the
model code.

HOW HAS THE PRACTICE OF CONDUCTING
ELECTIONS EVOLVED WITH TIME? g

The electoral system in India has

. been a work in progress from the
beginning. During independent India’s

first general elections in 1952, separate
ballot boxes were used for every candi-
\date. A de.cade later, in 1962, India
iintroduced the cbmmon papér ‘ballot '
‘for'all candidates in a constituency and
voters marked their preference.

Electronic voting machines were
introduced in all state elections since
1998 and since 2004 in the parliamenta-
ry elections. In 2013, we added the
Voter Verifiable Paper Audit Trail,
which is essentially a printer attached
to the electronic voting machines that
allows each voter to print out a piece of
paper that shows which candidate he
or she voted for. It can be used to
crosscheck the results shown by the
machine if there is a dispute.

The electronic voting machines are
simple, cost-effective, fast and accu-
rate. They are manufactured by two
government-owned companies and
have turned out to be unparalleled in
quality and precision. The results are
tabulated in half a day with the elec-
tronic voting machines, as opposed to
paper ballots, which took between two
to three days to tabulate.

MANY INDIAN POLITICIANS AND ACTIVISTS -
HAVE QUESTIONED THE RELIABILITY OF THE
ELECTRONIC VOTING MACHINES. HOW CREDI-
BLE ARE THOSE CONCERNS? h

Despite having no proof, every politi-

" cal party has questioned the electronic

voting machines at some time or an-
other! But when they come to win
elections through the same machines,
all doubts instantly vanish!

WHAT ARE THE HARDEST CHALLENGES THE

. COMMISSION FACES?

Despite the great success of the
election commission as a credible and
fair institution, it still faces serious
challenges, like abuse of immense
amounts of off-the-books financial
resources by political parties in the
elections. There is also the contagion of
fake news, primarily carried on the
socjal media, and the scourge of paid

- News.

Indian laws limit the amount of
money a candidate can spend on his
campaign, but they are flouted with
impunity. Already $270 million in cash
has been seized so far by election
commission officials, dwarfing the SHZ
mﬂhon seized during the entire 2014
eléction,’

WHEN AND HOW ARE THE VOTES
COUNTED?

The votes will be counted at nearly
4,000 counting centers on May 23 from
8 a.m. Postal ballots are counted first.
Then the votes cast on the electronic
voting machines are counted, a batch
of the 14 machines in-each round. The
results from each batch of machines is
announced immediately to prevent any
possibility of manipulation. The count-
ing would be complete by May 23
afternoon. Say, by lunch time, India:
will know the results. A formal an-
nouncement will follow in the evening.

S. Y. QURAISHI, the chief election commis-
sioner of India from 2010 to 2012, is the
author of “An Undocumented Wonder:
The Making of the Great Indian Elec-
tion” and editor of “The Great March of
Democracy: Seven Decades of India’s
Elections.”




