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REPORT TO THE PERMANENT COUNCIL ON THE

SEVENTH INTER-AMERICAN MEETING OF ELECTORAL AUTHORITIES

Mr. Chair of the Permanent Council,
Mr. Secretary General,
Mr. Assistant Secretary General,

Ambassadors,
Ms. Donetta Davidson, Chair of the United States Electoral Assistance Commission,

Ladies and gentlemen,

In May of this year, the Seventh Inter-American Meeting of Electoral Authorities was held here, at OAS headquarters.  Participating in the meeting, which was organized by the Department of Electoral Cooperation and Observation (DECO) of the OAS Secretariat for Political Affairs, the United States Electoral Assistance Commission (EAC), and the Federal Election Commission, were 50 members of 24 electoral bodies of the Hemisphere.
The Inter-American Meetings of Electoral Authorities have now become an established forum for dialogue of the region’s electoral authorities.  They are a tool for the effective exchange of knowledge, experiences, and best practices with regard to electoral management.  These meetings facilitate horizontal cooperation for capacity-building in electoral bodies and improving the organization of elections in the Americas.
So far, there have been seven Inter-American Meetings of Electoral Authorities.  The authorities have used them to explore efforts to build public trust in the region, focusing in particular on political financing, participation in elections, and technology.  They have also served to debate such matters as the role of electoral bodies between elections, voter registration, and international electoral observation.

The seventh Meeting afforded an opportunity for members of the electoral bodies of the Hemisphere to evaluate different experiences with access by political and electoral players to the processes administered by those bodies.  This topic was addressed from three different angles:
· Models for interaction between electoral authorities and political parties in electoral processes;

· The role of the media in electoral processes; and

· Access to voting for persons with disabilities.

Models for interaction between electoral authorities and political parties during electoral processes were discussed at length in the first session of the Meeting.  First, we heard about Argentina’s experience.  In that country, the representatives and candidates of political parties and coalitions competing in elections have access to all important electoral activities including the printing of ballots and review of voter registration lists.  As that case illustrates, parties are protagonists in elections and for that reason the Electoral Court (Justicia Electoral) takes specific steps to foster communication channels “aimed at strengthening the quality and transparency of the processes.”
/
In the second case presented in the meeting, The Bahamas, there are two main parties. Although the election law does not contain provisions regulating relations between the Department of Parliamentary Registration and the political parties, the authorities acknowledge the key and comprehensive role that the latter have when it comes to authenticating and legitimizing elections.  In this case, interaction takes the form of a series of meetings between the Parliamentary Commissioner and the heads of the parties designed to keep open a channel of communication and exchange information on voter registration and organizational aspects of the elections.  It was very useful to learn about this Caribbean model of interaction between the electoral authority and political parties in the Bahamas.

When it came to analysis of the role of the media during electoral processes, there was a general consensus that they play a key role in communications between citizens and candidates.  That role was further elucidated in the presentations made by the electoral authorities of Canada, Chile, Suriname, and Mexico.
According to some of the representatives participating in the discussions, equitable access of the media was closely linked to the distribution of electoral propaganda.  In Chile and Mexico, the State was responsible for distributing all advertising spots among the different political forces, in accordance with their representation.  In Mexico, that allocation of spots derived from the need to do away with the hefty differences among parties in terms of their financial resources.  In the case of Canada, the parties had spots provided by the State but could contract additional spots on a private basis.  In Suriname, all spots were paid for by political parties, coalitions, or candidates.  We observed once again, in that case, how the different systems for administering political propaganda spots depended on the characteristics of each of the electoral and political systems.
The debate also revealed that the region’s electoral authorities took the influence of “new technologies” on electoral processes into account.  Although their impact has not been evaluated throughout the Hemisphere, there are preliminary data acknowledging the effectiveness of those new tools in campaign fundraising and in influencing the electorate’s behavior.
The electoral authorities also regarded the media as a tool for informing and educating citizens about electoral processes.  In Suriname, the Government purchases spots which it uses to educate voters, with messages transmitted in all the local languages to ensure that citizens have an opportunity to be well informed.  Elections Canada has a program for establishing direct contact with journalists covering electoral processes.  The principal objective is to explain the electoral process to them and to advise them of upcoming events.  That link also makes it possible to correct any erroneous information published in the media.  Experience indicates that the program has been a success and, as a result, the press publishes more accurate electoral information.
During the second day of the Meeting, the authorities had a chance to exchange ideas about access to voting for persons with disabilities.  The Meeting heard presentations on that subject by the United States and Costa Rica, two countries that have explored, and made significant headway with, accessibility.
In 1996, Costa Rica promulgated a law guaranteeing equal opportunities for persons with disabilities, the main purpose of which is to “establish conditions providing equal access for citizens with disabilities and older adults [as for other citizens].”  That law made it possible to enforce the principles of equality, nondiscrimination, participation and self-representation, enabling the population to exercise its rights and duties throughout the electoral process.
The panelist from the Electoral Assistance Commission of the United States underscored disabilities that often go unnoticed, but which sometimes require special attention in connection with elections, such as learning disabilities.  According to a study carried out in the United States, persons with a learning disability tended to make more mistakes when it came to voting.  In that regard, electronic voting machines with touch screens and audio were very useful.
It was very important, too, for electoral authorities not to focus only on the technical aspects that make voting more accessible.  Attention was drawn, in particular, to the need to sensitize the population to the subject and to be careful about the language used because it could either enhance respect or reinforce stigma.  It was emphasized that voting was a process, not just the act of voting itself.  That being so, all stages of the process had to be accessible to persons with disabilities.
The Seventh Meeting also afforded us an opportunity to discuss the various initiatives being taken by the DECO.  Thus the Meeting welcomed the presence of the Chair of ISO Technical Committee 176: Quality Management, in order to open a discussion on the establishment of an ISO electoral standard: a previously unheard-of proposition.
As for 2011, conversations had begun with the Electoral Office of Jamaica, with a view to organizing the first ever Inter-American Meeting of Electoral Authorities in the Caribbean. We trust that, like this meeting in the United States, the next one will afford an opportunity to continue sharing the experiences of the region’s electoral bodies.
Before concluding this Report, I would like to thank, first, the United States Electoral Assistance Commission (EAC) and the Federal Election Commission (FEC), with which we worked together to organize this event.  I would also like to thank the Permanent Mission of the United States to the OAS for its support of this and many other of our projects . Finally, our thanks go to the Governments of the United States and Canada, whose financial support made this meeting possible.
Thank you very much.
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�.	Alberto Dalla Via, President of the National Electoral Chamber of the Argentina Judiciary.
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