THE TRUTH SHALL SET YOU FREE

A Pastoral Statement from the Zambia Episcopal Conference on Zambia’s 2006 Tripartite Elections


INTRODUCTION

“For I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.” (Jeremiah 29:11)

The words from the prophet Jeremiah are a clear testimony of what God desires for all His people. God wants nothing more than to see His people enjoy the fullness of life. However, God needs our cooperation as His people to ensure that this hope for a better future becomes a reality. The coming elections offer us an opportunity to elect leaders with the necessary attributes and vision that can bring about this better future. 

1. Ten years ago, in the election year of 1996, we the Catholic Bishops of Zambia published a Pastoral Letter entitled “Building for Peace” in which we made a special appeal for peace and harmony to all citizens, especially political actors. As we are in another election year (2006), we feel compelled to once again speak to the nation on matters relating to the electoral process. We feel this will inspire Zambian citizens to take interest and get involved in this important political process. Our message in the 1996 letter is as valid for the 2006 electoral process as it was in that election year.

2. Since our return to multiparty politics in 1991, this year’s General Elections will be the fourth. We should thus give thanks to God our Creator for the peaceful manner in which we have so far conducted our multiparty elections. Despite our diverse political affiliations and political differences we have respected our nationhood and oneness as Zambians. We are indeed reminded in the Scriptures that “Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God” (Matthew 5:9). We pray to the Almighty God that this grace of love among us continues in 2006 and for all the years to come. 

3. Every election is as an opportunity for self-appraisal as a nation. It is not only about the election of political leaders. It is an opportune time to review our past performance in order to prepare for better political choices for the future. Political reforms or transitions, of which elections are part, are meant to be a means of attaining higher goals of improved quality of life of the people. 

4. In our Pastoral Letter, “The Future is Ours”, of 1992, we noted with concern, the high expectant hopes people had for a better future. We cautioned that the future was ours to profit from as long as we contained such challenges as poverty, economic decline, unreliable public services and the pandemic of HIV/AIDS. To contain those challenges, it was necessary, we said, for all citizens to play their part by committing themselves to hard work. On evaluating parties that offer themselves to govern the country, or candidates who want to represent our people in parliament, we laid emphasis on the spirit of service, accountability and promotion of human rights as the fundamental parameters of evaluation.

5. It is almost fifteen years ago that we made those observations. In our self-examination we will probably realise that we have made some considerable progress in poverty and economic growth. Time has now come to look back to those same concerns since we have come to another milestone in our political journey as a nation. 

THE ELECTORAL PROCESS TOWARDS THE 2006 TRIPARTITE ELECTIONS

The Legal Framework

6. We must congratulate ourselves that we have struggled to sustain plural politics despite the political uncertainties that have characterised our political route since the 1991 transition. However, we must courageously ask ourselves whether we have made sufficient gains since 1991 in strengthening our young democracy. The answer to this question lies in how we have handled major legal reforms; particularly constitutional and electoral reforms. It is sad that in a period of only fifteen years we have had two constitutional reform processes (Mwanakatwe and Mung’omba Constitutional Review Commissions). Regrettably, these processes, costly as they have been, were not given the chance to produce desired and sustainable results by the Governments in power.

7. We are now going into the 2006 tripartite elections without comprehensive electoral reforms that would have addressed both constitutional matters and the various election-related Acts of Parliament. We regret that in constitutional reforms people’s wishes are not taken seriously. Sometimes outright rejection of the wishes of the majority of the people frustrates the nation. This is another demonstration of how partisan interests override national interests. This is true now as it was in the 1996 Constitutional process. This continues to be a source of grave concern to us. 

8. The recent Electoral Bill that the Republican President signed into law, as the new Electoral Act in May 2006, is inadequate as a firm basis to guide the coming elections. The credibility of the 2006 tripartite elections may be greatly weakened given that the many submissions made by the citizens to both the Electoral Reform Technical Committee (ERTC) and Constitutional Review Commission (CRC) were ignored for partisan expediency. 

9. The proposal by civil society to make amendments to the current constitution to accommodate electoral reforms should have been seriously explored for the sake of future political stability. It was our hope that a legal framework of well discussed reforms, resolved before elections, would have saved the nation from prolonged court proceedings by the aggrieved, as the case was after the 2001 General Elections. The ruling by the Supreme Court on the Presidential Election Petition of 2002 should make us learn and refrain from any acts of dishonour before, during and after elections.

Voter Registration

10. An election is meaningless or loses value if only very few people participate in voting. This underscores the importance of having a good voter registration system that aims at capturing the maximum possible number of eligible voters. The power of citizens in relation to their elected representatives lies in actively participating in elections. We regret the fact that progressive legislation passed in 2001, under Statutory Instrument Number 51, providing for continuous voter registration, has never been fully implemented to ensure that young people who come of age are free to register without the pressure of registration deadlines.

11. We however acknowledge the great effort the Electoral Commission of Zambia (ECZ) made in the just ended voter registration exercise to increase the number of people on the register from two million-plus to over four million. We also applaud the dropping of the NIKUV Voter Register and Voter’s Card. This will contribute to building public confidence in the electoral process. We only hope that the National Registration Office will in future adequately address the problems associated with acquiring the National Registration Card (NRC), which seem to be a major factor in blocking people from registering.

We would like to re-state what many other people have said before, that the National Registration age be harmonized with the voting age and that the National Registration System be linked to the ECZ Voter Registration system so that when one acquires the NRC, they are automatically captured on the voters register and are simultaneously issued a voter’s card. In this advanced technological era, this is possible. We are concerned to hear reports that less than fifty percent of the people who originally registered went back to verify their particulars during the verification exercise. This may render the final register to be faulty and affect the number of people who would be eligible to vote on the polling day. 

Candidates

12. We are aware of the problematic area of how parties initiated processes of nominating candidates to contest the tripartite elections at various levels. Whereas this process may be understood to be an affair entirely in the hands of Political Parties, we feel obliged to make a comment because whoever is finally elected from the nominated candidates, he/she becomes a national leader and their political life will affect all of us. It has become a constant cry from party members that this process is fraught with undemocratic practices. Choices of the people are often ignored. Adopted candidates end up as those favoured by the top leadership of the parties. This has led to the emergence of leaders who are arrogant, disrespectful and contemptuous of the will of the people. For such leaders, blind party allegiance, becomes the beginning and end of their political life. 

13. Although some effort has been made to mitigate corruption and we are grateful to see some people resisting the temptation of being corrupted, there is still a generalised state of corruption in the country at individual and institutional levels. Corruption and selfishness among the people entrusted by the citizens to run public institutions and governance structures, has been killing this nation slowly. We therefore need to put in place instruments to help the nation to monitor the performance of people entrusted with national, provincial and district administration. We need women and men of integrity; humble leaders who truly want to serve and not to be served. It is the duty of voters not to vote into office people who see political power as an opportunity for self-enrichment, in the midst of abject poverty for the majority of Zambians. Furthermore, any credible political party must distance itself from people that are known to have stolen public funds. 

Campaigns

14. Notwithstanding the isolated acts of violence that have occasionally marred some of our election campaigns, we acknowledge that our elections have been relatively peaceful. This is an achievement we need to acknowledge and yet still needs to be consolidated. Absence of violence and intimidation contributes to an atmosphere where people can freely express their will and views while respecting those of others. Such an atmosphere is an essential ingredient for a free and fair election. We must internalise the idea that Zambia is a plural society. It is a multi-party democracy where it is expected that people of diverse views will co-exist as sisters and brothers. The greater responsibility in this case is on leaders of political parties to instil a sense of civility in their followers to avoid insults, slander and falsehood. Instead, we must all endeavour to ensure that real national issues become the nucleus of our political discourse. 

15. We call on political parties through their Inter-Party Bureau to look into the possibility of developing an inter-party pact of non-violence that should be signed at all levels and monitored through the Conflict Management Committees of the ECZ. The promotion of such a pact must be part and parcel of the political parties’ campaigns at all levels. As shepherds of the people and Pastors of the Church, we are calling for a clean campaign and zero tolerance of violence by all political parties and individuals. 

16. We applaud the pledge made by the ECZ Chairperson to sternly deal with whoever will flout electoral rules during the forth-coming elections. This, however, can fail if there is lack of political will from those who control law enforcement agencies. We therefore expect that the police and other law enforcement agencies be empowered, especially with resources, to execute their duties impartially and professionally.

17. Related to campaigns is the issue of bribery, feting and other forms of corrupt practices. Beer, food, chitenge materials and money are often freely given out. We are extremely worried that these vices are now increasingly being seen as normal during campaigns. During campaigns, we also see the normally forgotten chiefs being visited in the name of courtesy calls. Our own Churches have also fallen victim of such visits where donations are ceremoniously announced. It is also not unusual to hear of new government programmes that are suddenly initiated in critical election areas.

18. Bribery is dangerous to our democracy and demeaning to our people. Besides, our political system suffers in the end, as it is not the best candidate who wins but the highest bidder in the competition of bribing the electorate. Whichever form it takes, bribery is denying Zambia good candidates and morally upright people who feel constrained to participate in such evil practices. We call upon Zambians to denounce these practices and dishonour the perpetrators. Candidates who resort to such practices have nothing to offer in terms of leadership and should therefore not be voted for. This year, God has blessed us with a good harvest. We should not show ingratitude to Him by using the excuses of poverty and hunger as our reason for being willing recipients of bribes. We need to be strong and maintain our dignity even in our poverty.

19. Access to and use of public resources during campaigns is another area of concern. Critical to this, is access to public mass media during campaigns. Any successful campaign necessarily relies on mass media to access the electorate. Unfortunately, in all past elections, public mass media have been largely the preserve of the ruling party. The media have never been equitably available to all political parties and candidates. Public media must be a vehicle for fair service to all, and above all, respecting and reporting only the truth. They can be the means to eliminate all false presentation and unfounded messages. We are saddened by the fact that all efforts to have public media facilities independently managed have been unjustifiably resisted by government even in the face of court rulings to do so.

20. We are also concerned by the use of other public resources for partisan purposes. We know that even as the current law stands, only the President and his Vice may use government transport during campaigns but we see hosts of party functionaries and cadres being given “lifts” when the President or his Vice are campaigning. Election monitoring NGOs have always pointed out this anomaly. It has also been a basis in some of the election petitions. We call upon controlling officers in government to be strict and professional by ensuring that public facilities and utilities are not unlawfully used in partisan activities during elections. Where such facilities are available for hire, they must be equitably available to all political parties and candidates.

21. The management of public order by law enforcement agencies during campaigns, that is, the regulation of public meetings and possessions by the police, is still not impartial. In spite of the amendment to the Public Order Act requiring meeting and procession organisers to merely notify the police, the police still seem to live in the old state of affairs where they were required to issue permits. Opposition political parties are still complaining of unjustified police interference and high-handedness with their campaign programmes. We urge the police command to maintain a clear and non-partisan strategy of managing public order during the forth-coming elections. Dialogue with and involving stakeholders may be the recipe that is needed.

SPECIAL APPEALS

Voters

22. We call upon all Zambians who registered as voters to turn up and cast their votes during the voting day. Voting is not only a right but also a duty to the country to help identify and put in place credible people who will make the state function in the promotion of the common good. Never get tired of voting, as your apathy will only give greater chance to opportunists to carry the day. Take interest in voter education conducted by non-partisan NGOs; attend rallies of various political parties and candidates and listen to what they have to say. This will help enrich your knowledge when deciding which candidate or party to vote for. 

23. As voters, you must pick issues and interrogate parties and candidates on those issues to seek their position and planned action if they were elected. Such issues as rural development, food security, youth employment, education and health care should be at the centre of the campaign discourse. Ask the candidates to commit themselves to and sign performance pacts with you, over which you can hold them to account and monitor them once they are elected

24. Let us make the 2006 tripartite elections as the first to be based on issues where for once the ordinary people can link political processes with their day-to-day lives. We reiterate what we said in our Pastoral Letter of October 1996, “Building for Peace” that candidates running for political office should have professional competence, courage to speak the truth, concern for social justice, desire to work for the common good as opposed to self enrichment, a disposition to use power for service especially the service of the poor and under privileged, an openness to dialogue, good moral standing, transparency and be accountable to the electorate. 

Youth

25. We make this special appeal to you, the youth, with the conviction that you have a greater stake in the future of this nation. In some of our elections, political parties have sadly used the youth as instruments of violence and intimidation. We appeal to you our youth to reject being used in this manner. Instead, demand programmes that have meaning to your future from your party leaders. You should also endeavour to seek political office as a way of channelling your energies to good ends.

Political Parties and Leaders

26. We have been disappointed by the turn of events. In 1991, we all vigorously fought for the restoration of multi-party democracy. Invariably this meant that we Zambians wanted to have a range of political parties to which individuals would be free to belong. But today it seems friends, brothers and sisters instantly become enemies the moment they choose to belong to different political parties. This attitude is a contradiction to our proclaimed desire to see multiparty democracy flourish in Zambia. We should acknowledge and be happy with our diversity whether political, ethnic or any other form. The bottom line is that we are sisters and brothers created in the image and likeness of God, our common Creator. 

27. We appeal to all of you as political parties to conduct your business with love and respect for one another. If you are leaders of political parties, canvass for support while promoting peace within your rank and file and across political parties. It is disheartening to hear you fan tribal sentiments and promote messages of hate and ridicule against your political opponents. This surely is not a sign of political maturity. We want you to dwell on your political, economic and social programmes. The focus should be on how you will bring hope to our unemployed youth, the exploited workers, the rural and urban poor, those living with HIV and those who are sick with Aids. We make an even greater appeal to those of you who profess the Christian faith to be true ambassadors of the peace of Christ and to be an influence of good morals in your political careers. As the Scriptures say, “Blessed are the peacemakers, they shall be called children of God” (Mt 5:9).

Government

28. We acknowledge that the responsibility of preparing for elections in a pluralistic political system is immense and indeed challenging. Yet it should be more fulfilling for any government to have presided over elections that get acknowledged as credible by all stakeholders. Government therefore should leave no stone unturned in trying to create a reassuring and truly credible electoral atmosphere. We appreciate the effort to inform and consult stakeholders so far done by the Electoral Commission of Zambia. With enough lessons from past elections, we should learn to correct our past mistakes and build on what we did well. In nation building, there are no winners and losers. We either win together or lose together.

Christians

29. Finally, we call on you all Christians to demonstrate that you are true Disciples of Christ and responsible citizens by participating actively in the elections. We urge you to turn to God our Father in trusting prayer, asking Him for guidance, in a spirit of true nationalism and tolerance during the campaign period and on the day of the elections itself. 

Date for Election

30. We know that as the current law stands, the date for elections is announced when Parliament is dissolved. But in the spirit of democracy and good stewardship of public processes, we appeal to Government to do it in a manner that does not disadvantage anyone and underscores their autonomy. The more sustainable solution to this is to enshrine the date/s in the constitution as recommended by both the Electoral Reforms Technical Committee and the Constitution Review Commission.

CONCLUSION

31. In conclusion, we yet again appeal to all Zambians to be enthusiastically involved in the 2006 electoral process. You must be attentive to and fully engage in pre-election issues so that your choices are well informed. Remember that your vote is your power. Another chance has presented itself for you to make an appraisal of your elected political leaders and evaluating the new applicants. Take this as a serious task and raise the standard of your choice. Zambia needs and deserves only the best. May God Bless Zambia!
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