Event Report: 13" E-lection
Bridge Conference.

Engaging the Electorate and Voters Beyond Elections!!!



1. Introduction and Context

2024 was widely referred to as “the election year,” as half the world's population was expected
to vote. The Pew Research Centre stated that more voters than ever in history headed to the
polls as at least 64 countries (plus the European Union)—representing a combined population
of about 49% of the people globally—were meant to hold elections, the results of which, for
many, would prove consequential for years to come. In addition to elections, key political de-
velopments and successions were witnessed in the U.K.’s ruling Conservative Party. At the
same time, at least 17 African countries held elections with perceptible changes in Senegal,
Botswana, Ghana and South Africa, to name a few.

Elections are defining, determining too, the quality of democracy, the economy and foreign re-
lations of a country. However, elections have not been the only notable way of civic participa-
tion. On the one hand, voters in some countries sent messages of frustration and dissatisfac-
tion with the status quo, including the rising costs of living by protesting, evidenced in Kenya
and other contexts. On the other hand, Unconstitutional Changes of Government (UCGs) and
coups reemerged in the Sahel region. For opposition and ruling parties, engaging the voters,
withholding their stronghold, or ushering in change requires strategic planning. Against this
backdrop, KAS' PolDiSSA programme invited representatives of political parties and members
of civil society to Stellenbosch, South Africa, from 11 — 13 November 2024 to discuss issues
related to election management.




2. Programme

The three-day programme brought together practitioners, experts, academics, political advis-
ers and politicians from countries namely Uganda, Tanzania, Malawi, Mozambique, Tunisia,
South Africa, Germany, Zimbabwe and Namibia to discuss topical issues in governance, de-
mocracy and development in Africa and globally. The opening ceremony included remarks by
Dr. Holger Dix, the director of the Political Dialogue for Sub-Saharan Africa (PolDiSSA) pro-
gramme at KAS. His comments reflected on the 12" Election Bridge Conference, held in Ma-
puto, Mozambique, which focussed on coalition building as a method of challenging dominant
party systems. In South Africa, a coalition, the Government of National Unity (GNU) was formed
after the 2024 election, attesting to the impact this programme has in sharing experiences and
strategies between political parties and politicians.

In relation, Hon. Velenkosini Hlabisa, Minister of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Af-
fairs (CoGTA), who participated in the previous Election Bridge as the President of the Inkatha
Freedom Party (IFP), thanked KAS for its investment in such a programme before sharing the
IFP's experiences first as an opposition party and now as part of the GNU. Hon. Hlabisa com-
mented on the importance of remaining active throughout the electoral cycle, including imme-
diately after elections, to ensure party readiness. While noting key challenges in political com-
munication, he stated the destructiveness of digital disinformation and its negative implications
on deepening democracies and cautioned against disregarding the people's will once election
results are announced, “as seen in other African countries.”

The opening panel also included remarks by Ms. Tanja Werheit, Consul General of the Federal
Republic of Germany in Cape Town, who commented on South Africa's coalition government
and the importance of the country's partnership with Germany in education, research, voca-
tional training, manufacturing and clean energy. Ms. Werheit also underscored the importance
of regional efforts in maintaining peace and security in Southern Africa and reducing election-
related violence, referencing the need for a durable solution to the instability in Mozambique.

The first expert presentation by Dr. Klaus Schuler, former Director-General of the Christian
Democrat Union of Germany (CDU) (and electoral campaign manager), was titled Permanent
Campaigning. This session sought to answer the following questions: a) Why elections matter,
and the relevance of the Election Bridge programme? b) What tools and instruments political
parties can use to keep in contact with their electorate and voters beyond the election? The
introductory topic by Dr. Schiler laid the foundation for group activities and workshops, which
provided opportunities for ruling and opposition parties to exchange information on some of the
digital technologies they have used to enhance their voter engagements and data management.
A key theme of the discussion was the sustainability of the methods presented and their ap-
plicability and transferability to other contexts.




In line with digital technologies, the 2024 Election Bridge programme featured presentations by
Dr. Christopher Nehring, a German-based disinformation expert and Ms. Philile Ntombela, a
Researcher at Africa Check, an independent fact-checking organisation. Their presentations
explored the extent to which mis and disinformation undermine the integrity of political cam-
paigns and elections. They provided methods of countering disinformation in Germany and EU
frameworks, in contrast to developments in South Africa, such as an enactment of the POPI
Act and the African Union's continental frameworks. Some of the key takeaways from Dr.
Nehring’s presentation was that disinformation was most successful in achieving negative ef-
fects such as mistrust, fear, demobilisation and blockades, with examples including the "l will
not vote for Biden" online campaign, which had at least 739 identical Al-generated template
posts and/or stolen images.

Ms. Ntombela emphasised the need for fact-checking to minimise spreading disinformation
through media platforms. Another recommendation was collaboration between electoral bod-
ies and tech-based companies to coordinate their efforts in countering disinformation, which
can have long-term effects, including socio-political apathy and decreased voter turnout. It is
fair to also note that technology has many positive effects, with Electoral Management Bodies
(EMBs) globally increasingly adopting new technologies to improve voting processes, such as
optical scanning, geographic information systems and e-voting.

Day two started with a panel discussion reflecting on elections held in 2024 with reflections by
representatives of the Build One South Africa (BOSA) party, Resisténcia Nacional Mogam-
bicana, lit. 'Mozambican National Resistance' party and Tunisia’s 3™ Republic party. This was
followed by another panel discussion on upcoming elections with panellists from the Malawi
Congress Party (MCP), Tanzania's Party for Democracy and Progress, known as CHADEMA and
expert reflections by senior programme manager Dennis Zaire from Namibia.

The two panel discussions enabled participants to reflect on internal dynamics, as a political
party and externally in their efforts to become the ruling party for those in opposition. For ruling
parties, they shared techniques implemented in their election management, which ensured
more accountability and reduced irregularities such as rigging and ballot stuffing. Participants
from Mozambique shared experiences related to the most recent protests and contestations
over the outcomes of the 2024 elections, allowing participants from other countries to gain de-
tailed insights into the ongoing civil unrest in Mozambique. The discussions evidenced the
shared challenges of opposition parties in different regions with worse cases of political crack-
down in Tunisia, Mozambique, and Tanzania.

Dr. Heather Thuynsma, a political sciences lecturer at the University of Pretoria, presented the
impact of electoral systems on democracy, analysing also the U.S.” 60th Presidential Election.
She noted the challenges of lower voter turnout, one-party dominance and questionable trans-
parency in mixed systems (presidential and parliamentary) in Africa. The U.S. uses a majoritar-
ian system with an electoral college and two dominant parties, which also comes with chal-
lenges such as skewed representation, felon voters and gerrymandering.




Dr. Thuynsma analysed the potential impacts of the outcomes of the U.S. election in which the
Republican party was triumphant. She predicted anisolationist foreign policy with an economic
focus that would have implications on military operations such as peacekeeping missions,
while multilateralinstitutions such as the United Nations, World Trade Organisation, NATO and
the World Bank could be influenced by changes in the same electoral outcome. Drs Schiiler
and Thuynsma noted potential impacts on democracy including questioning the legitimacy of
democratic governance considering irregularities in Trump’s political campaigns in recent and
previous elections with global norms and rules at greater risk of flouting.

3. Conclusion

The main programme ended with a discussion of key takeaways from the Election Bridge Con-
ference, enabling the participants to contribute to our programme development. About 95% of
the participants completed the evaluation survey with 4.8/5 participants indicating that the
content shared was relevant to their work and proposed some of the topics below for the 14"
edition, to be held in 2025.
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An outdoor activity was organised for the participants to visit the Desmond and Leah Tutu Foun-
dation and Museum around the historic District Six area. The Tutu exhibition includes the fol-
lowing themes: Apartheid Education; the Struggle in the Church: Fighting a False Gospel; Faith
in Action: The Campaign for Sanctions; Protest and Peace-making; Unfinished Business: the,
Truth and Reconciliation. The museum, with various artifacts, such as photographs, docu-
ments, and videos, that provide a unique insight into the life of Nobel Peace Prize winner, Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu, reflects on South Africa’s journey towards democracy, was an insightful
and educative engagement for the Election Bridge participants.







