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Foreword

Enabling displaced and expatriate
people to vote and the role of
the international community

Almost 150 years after the US state of Wisconsin passed the first law enabling external
or ‘out-of-country’ voting, enfranchising its soldiers fighting in the American Civil War,
many democracies offer the option of external voting to their nationals residing abroad.
Responding to the consequences of advancing worldwide democratization and massive
economic, social and cultural globalization, an increasing number of less developed
countries are today also seeking to offer external voting to their citizens, of whom a
significant proportion often reside abroad. Furthermore, in post-conflict societies, with
large numbers of refugees and displaced persons, external voting operations are being
organized on a massive scale to allow for the inclusion of these people in the electoral
and political processes at home that are designed to lead to national reconciliation
and lasting peace. At the same time, technological progress (including but not limited
to e-voting) can sometimes provide increasingly effective and efficient means for
elections to be free and fair, even if a large proportion of the voters are outside their
country of origin. The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance
(International IDEA) has played an important and timely role in bringing together this
practical Handbook on external voting. Various international organizations, including
IFES (formerly the International Foundation for Electoral Systems), the Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Council of Europe, the United
Nations Electoral Assistance Division (UNEAD), the European Parliament and the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), have been at the forefront of including
migrant populations in democratic electoral processes in their countries of origin. In the
case of the IOM, the mandate to promote humane and orderly migration as a means to
benefit both migrants and society has allowed for external voting operations to promote
conditions conducive to the return of refugees and other displaced persons, notably in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo (Serbia and Montenegro), East Timor, Afghanistan
and, most recently, Iraq.

However, external voting operations are complex and pose considerable challenges.
In democracies holding regular elections in peacetime, provisions for external voting can
be included in the electoral legislation and implemented at each electoral event, using
well planned and practical timetables and deadlines. In most transitional situations,
however, external voting programmes have to be set up from scratch, with neither staff
nor structures in place where they are needed to enable multiple activities to happen in
parallel and at great speed. Since all planning steps and operational benchmarks lead
up to the ultimate deadline of election day, the deadlines for each step are usually tight
and inflexible. Planning for sufficient resources to be mobilized quickly is crucial, while
at the same time the political sensitivities of any electoral process—often heightened in
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post-conflict situations—have to be balanced. It is therefore justified in such situations
to treat external voting operations as emergency operations, and those involved have to
be prepared not only for the long working hours but also for having to take ‘short cuts’
with established standard procedures. However, the basic operational and electoral rules
and regulations have to be followed so that the short cuts do not endanger the overall
security and accountability of the electoral process.

From my personal experience of external voting, working under high stress levels,
with hundreds or even thousands of temporary staff, often in remote geographic locations
spread around the globe and in different social and cultural environments, is extremely
challenging, but can at the same time be very rewarding. A high level of flexibility and
creativity is indispensable in order to make external voting operations a success but, as
experience has shown, good preparation based on expert knowledge goes a long way in
securing the success of any emergency operation.

When judging the results of any election, other decisive factors such as the general
political climate, the existence of equal opportunities in the run-up to an election, the
turnout on election day, and of course the vote-counting itself, cannot be excluded, since
all of them directly impact on the actual outcome. However, by providing the means for
nationals overseas to participate, the international community undoubtedly contributes
to promoting the individual’s right to vote, and enhances democratic participation and
peaceful development.

The IOM and others who have implemented external voting operations on a global
scale will find their cumulative experiences summarized in this Handbook. I therefore
trust that all those who are, or will be, involved in external voting processes will find the
insights contained in this Handbook useful.

spals
Pasquale Lupoli

Director, Operations Support Department
of the International Organization for Migration (IOM)
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Preface

The ability of people who are outside their home country when an election takes place
to exercise their right to vote has long been an issue in electoral design and management.
As the number of countries holding democratic elections has increased, however, it
has become much more salient. It is not only that many more people are travelling
and working around the globe. As elections take place in countries in transition after
authoritarian rule, and even more so after violent conflict, the rights of refugees and
people living outside a country to participate in building its future are increasingly
important. At the same time, questions of principle have emerged: exactly who has the
right to be represented, and how?

External voting is not always easy to design and implement. It raises issues of cost
and of practical administration alongside the political considerations and considerations
of representation. Many approaches have been adopted. Where they have resulted in
success, this has often made a contribution to the credibility and the legitimacy of
electoral events.

International IDEA and the Federal Electoral Institute of Mexico (Instituto Federal
Electoral, IFE) have come together to produce this Handbook, one of the series on
electoral design topics which IDEA has pioneered. This partnership combines IDEA’s
experience in producing global knowledge on electoral matters in a practical form for
democracy builders on the ground, and the ground-breaking work of the IFE in the
course of the introduction of external voting in Mexican presidential elections. This
Handbook maps, explains and compares external voting provisions worldwide. It is
a unique comparative product for anyone involved in improving present electoral
structures, planning for external voting processes, or participating in debate.

In addition to the authors of this Handbook, we would like to express our thanks to
many other people who have helped in the course of its assembly and production, and
in particular those listed in the Acknowledgements.

Vidar Helgesen Dr Luis Carlos Ugalde
Secretary-General President Councilor
International IDEA IFE, Mexico
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United Kingdom
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United Nations Development Programme

United Nations Electoral Assistance Division

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
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Introduction

Nadja Braun and Maria Gratschew

1. Background

The globalization of political, personal and professional life, the spread of democracy
throughout the world and an increase in migration for many different reasons have all
contributed to an increasing interest in voting rights for refugees, diplomats, members of
the armed forces serving overseas and other people who are temporarily or permanently
absent from their own country. While the constitutions of many countries guarantee the
right to vote for all citizens, in reality voters who are outside their home country when
elections take place are often disenfranchised because of a lack of procedures enabling
them to exercise that right. The following chapters examine the theoretical and practical
issues surrounding external voting, map existing provisions worldwide, and contain
examples of how external voting is implemented in different countries.

International IDEA is well suited to take on the task of producing this Handbook. Being
the source for global and comparative electoral and institutional knowledge, tools and
materials, IDEA has in this long-awaited Handbook sought to bring together existing
knowledge and experience of external voting and to make them available to stakeholders
of the electoral process who could benefit from knowing more about whether and
how their decisions will affect and have implications for external and internal voters.
Theoretical and practical approaches meet in this Handbook. Stakeholders such as
legislators, election administrators, politicians, government officials, academics, the
media, election observers and others appointed to evaluate or design external voting
processes have access to very few or only inadequate resources to guide them in their
work. As there is currently no likelihood of general, global common electoral standards
or guidelines being developed, the gathering of existing knowledge and the sharing of
resources and experience between electoral management bodies (EMBs) becomes key to
the enhancement of future external voting activities.

The aim is that this Handbook will engage stakeholders in debate and further discussion
on the topic in order to improve present structures, future readiness and practice in
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external voting. On both theoretical and practical levels it aims to contribute to the
discussion of the basic principle of representation and how to operationalize and balance
criteria such as inclusiveness and effectiveness. IDEA hopes that it will also create
greater general understanding of electoral and institutional design issues on the part of
legislators, EMBs, political parties and other participants debating change. Providing
good external voting practices is a future challenge to democracy and to the perception
of democracy—among migrant voters in particular.

In 2000 there were 175 million international migrants in the world, that is, one out of
every 35 persons in the world was an international migrant. This total represented a more
than twofold increase from 76 million in 1960. By comparison, the world population
only doubled from 3 billion in 1960 to 6 billion in 2000. Interestingly, statistics show
an increased concentration of migrants in the developed world and in a small number
of countries. Trends also show that there has been a shift of labour migration to East and
South-East Asia, and migration has also been responsible for the increase in population
growth in receiving countries where fertility levels have been low.

Although exact statistics on migration are difficult to collect, estimates show that the
total number of migrants in the world may have reached 190 million in early 2005.
The number has more than doubled since the 1970s. The collapse of the Soviet Union
produced a high proportion of these migrants during the late 1980s and early 1990s.
The number of migrants living in developed countries is higher than the number living
in developing countries, and has increased since the 1970s. It has increased mainly in
North America and in the territory of the former Soviet Union, while it has decreased
particularly in Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean. In 2000 the number of countries
where migrants accounted for 10 per cent of the population was 70. There are six
countries or areas in the world where migrants constitute more than 60 per cent of the
population.

Professional groups, students, tourists and other potential external voters have also
increased in numbers since World War II. Not only have the numbers of potential external
voters increased over the world; they are also more mobile and move or travel faster, which
increases the demand for external voting practices to function in different circumstances.

Furthermore, the past decade has seen a number of instances of the international
community assisting in the organization of elections as an important element of
agreements designed to end major intra-state conflicts. In each of these elections,
including those in Cambodia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (see the case study), Croatia,
Mozambique (see the case study), Angola and Haiti, the participation of refugees and/or
other citizens residing outside the country at the time of the election has been a major
issue of concern to the parties. In some cases, the large populations displaced by the
conflict have been able to vote; in others their participation has not been ensured. While
each case raises its own special issues, there are common circumstances which need to be
analysed for the lessons they can provide for the resolution of future similar conflicts.
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It is also the case that international migrants are a potentially important political force
whose votes can in many cases significantly affect election results. Political parties, sitting
governments and oppositions are therefore likely to have different views on participation
in the elections. If large groups of citizens have left the country for political reasons, it
can be assumed that the ruling party will not favour extending voting rights to these
groups.

Less controversial are the special provisions enacted by a number of countries to enable
voting by diplomats and members of the armed forces outside the country. Even less
controversial are provisions that allow all a country’s citizens living abroad to vote from
abroad. Voting rights for such people must also be considered in conjunction with
mechanisms to facilitate voting by those who are normally resident in the country but
are temporarily absent, such as tourists, students or those travelling on business.

External voting is now on the political agenda in many countries. Historically, it is
quite a recent phenomenon. There are exceptions, as a small number of countries have
practised this for many years—for example, Iceland allowed sailors and fishermen an
external vote as early as the beginning of the 20th century—but even in some long-
established democracies citizens who were resident in other countries were not granted
the right to vote until the 1980s or the 1990s. External voting was recently introduced
in Mexico (see case study), where it was extended to all voters abroad for the first time
in the July 2006 presidential election, and in Ghana, where it will be applied for the
first time in the 2008 national elections, as well as in Panama. Andrew Ellis outlines the
history of other early introductions of external voting in chapter 2, and Dieter Nohlen
and Florian Grotz point out in chapter 3 that its sudden relevance in different regions of
the world clearly derives from the worldwide political changes of the 1990s.

External voting is currently allowed by 115 countries and territories in the world. Of
those countries, some two-thirds allow all their citizens a vote from abroad, and one-
third partially restrict the right to an external vote. One hundred and fifteen countries,
or more than 50 per cent of the world’s democracies, if for this purpose we take the
criterion for being a democracy to be the lowest common denominator’ of the holding
of multiparty elections and the guarantee of universal suffrage, allow external voting.
Twenty-eight African countries and 16 countries in the Americas have external voting.
A fairly high number of European countries (41) allow it, as well as ten in Oceania and
20 in Asia (see table 1.1 for a complete overview).

The simple presence or absence of external voting provisions is, however, far too
simplistic a measure. It is more constructive to analyse the external voting provisions in
detail, since there is a variety of systems in use. There is great variation when it comes to
which groups of people are allowed to vote from abroad, and under what circumstances,
what is required from them, how and where votes can be cast and how they are counted.
Some countries, for example, allow external voting only for certain groups abroad or if a
certain minimum number of voters register in one country; others allow external voting
only for certain elections or only in very few countries abroad.
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Five countries have provisions for allowing external voting but have not yet implemented
them, for different reasons. These are Angola, Bolivia, Greece, Nicaragua and Panama.
One example until recently was Mozambique, where provisions to allow external voting
were introduced in the early 1990s but not implemented at an election until December
2004. The reasons for having provisions for external voting in place but not implementing
it in practice differ and may be political, financial, administrative or logistical. In the case
of Mozambique (see the case study), for each individual election, external voting cannot
be held until the country’s EMB deems that certain necessary conditions, material and
organizational, are satisfied. External voting was first implemented in Mozambique in
2004 some ten years after the law on external voting was written.

Table 1.1 and annex A list 115 countries that have provisions for external voting and
the 100 countries and territories that do not allow it. Table 1.2 lists countries that have
external voting arrangements in place but have not so far applied them because their
implementation mechanisms are pending for different reasons.

The practical implementation of external voting is complicated by factors such as the
number of voters, their locations, the distances involved, the cost of external voting and
the complexity of the voting system. As Judy Thompson writes in chapter 5, external
voting makes election planning more complex. Planning for external voting processes
also needs to take into account issues of preventing double voting, such as voters casting
a vote both from their home country and from abroad.

2. In which types of election does external voting apply?

External voting can be applied at national or local elections or both. It can also be used
for referendums and sub-national elections. It is most common for countries to allow
external voting for national elections only, that is, for presidential or legislative elections.
Some countries, such as Ireland and Russia, allow external voting for all these types of
election, including referendums and sub-national elections. Table 1.3 and annex A give
details of the types of election for which external voting applies in the countries which
allow external voting.

3. Categories of external elector: who is entitled to an external vote?

There are several categories of external electors in the world and different approaches to
categorizing them. Social, political, cultural or ethnic circumstances all lead to migration
and also, therefore, produce groups of potential external voters. This Handbook suggests
that there are four main groups of people staying or residing abroad who are entitled to
vote. These are (a) migrant workers, (b) refugees and, for the purposes of this Handbook,
internally displaced persons (IDPs), (c) individuals in certain professional groups, such
as military personnel, public officials or diplomatic staff (and their families) and (d) all
a country’s citizens living or staying abroad, temporarily or permanently (sometimes
subject to restrictions: see section 3.1). Phil Green discusses these groups and their
entitlements in more detail in chapter 4.



INTERNATIONAL IDEA / IFE

* The first group is migrant workers. Of the 190 million people mentioned above, at least
50 per cent are migrant workers. A high proportion, or about 3040 million, of these
are illegal workers, without the proper documentation, which both makes it difficult for
them to register and vote as external electors and leads to feelings of insecurity as they
fear being penalized if they do. Carlos Navarro writes about these issues in chapter 8 and
highlights the large numbers of Mexican migrant workers in the United States.

* In addition to the international migrant workers, the International organization for
Migration (IOM) suggests that approximately 8.5 million people are refugees in the world
and about 24 million people are /DPs. Refugees are those who have migrated to a second
country because of political, social or cultural circumstances, and can therefore clearly
qualify as external electors. IDPs may be regarded as migrants or refugees within their
own country, but they are considered together with refugees in this Handbook because
they present similar problems and can constitute a large group whose right to vote is
threatened. Organizing external voting for IDPs or refugees may be very complicated, as
a great deal of information is needed before such activities can take place. As Jeff Fischer
indicates in chapter 7, several issues must be taken into account, including the fact that
the country holding elections needs to know where its electors are located, the fact that
there may be security problems in organizing elections in a certain area or country, and
the question whether agreements need to be reached with the host country. In addition,
these elections may involve high costs, and careful and timely planning may be crucial to
the electoral process. Lessons learned tell us, however, that time is often the one resource
which is lacking. The enfranchisement of refugees might have some difficult political
implications, but at the same time it can also help to resolve conflicts, since the political
motives for displacing people would be reduced if refugee populations produced by
‘rogue’ regimes did not lose their political rights but continued to have a voice and to
vote regardless of their temporary dislocation. The organization of external voting for
refugees usually involves collaboration with international organizations.

* The members of a professional group are those that are resident in a country other than
that of their franchise by virtue of their work, usually in some form of state service. Some
countries, for example, India, Zimbabwe and several other countries of all regions, allow
only certain groups to register and vote from abroad (see chapter 1). Dieter Nohlen and
Florian Grotz discuss in chapter 3 whether voting should be regarded as a fundamental
right for all, regardless of their location, or whether it should be restricted and tied to
citizenship, or to residency or location.

* The final category is all a countrys citizens abroad. Austria, Russia and Sweden, for
example, allow external voting by all their electors abroad.

3.1. Restrictions

As chapter 3 by Dieter Nohlen and Florian Grotz also indicates, there are some restrictions
on the entitlement to vote externally that certain countries apply. Restrictions are
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normally related to the time spent abroad or the activity carried out abroad. About 30
countries in the world have restrictions in place for external electors.

For practical reasons, a country may limit the availability of external voting to citizens
living or staying in certain (in some cases neighbouring) countries. Some countries, such
as Senegal (see the case study), make the option of external voting available only when a
minimum number of external electors are registered in a host country.

Entitlement to vote from abroad is sometimes restricted to a specific type of election or
referendum (see section 2 above).

The entitlement to vote from abroad is sometimes restricted to voters who are assumed
to have a connection with their home country. They may have to show an intent to
return to their country of origin, as in the case of the Philippines (see the case study).

Sometimes there are additional requirements, for example, that voters must not be
abroad for longer than a specified number of years. This is the case, for example, in the
United Kingdom (see chapter 1).

4. Ways of voting from abroad: what are the procedures for casting an
external vote?

There are several ways in which electors can cast their vote from abroad. Some countries,
for example the Cook Islands (see the case study), Indonesia (see the case study), India
and Slovenia offer alternative methods for voting from abroad, while other countries
limit their options to one, for logistical or financial reasons. Some options are more
costly than others, while some offer a more secure or faster voting channel. The four
main voting options (also the subject of chapters 1 and 5) are the following.

* Personal voting. The voter must go to a specific place and cast his or her vote there in
person. This can be a diplomatic mission or a polling place specially set up abroad. This
is the procedure most widely used for casting an external vote and is found as the single
voting method in for example Afghanistan (see the case study), Argentina, Hungary and
South Africa.

* Postal voting. The voter fills out the ballot paper at a place he or she chooses and the
vote is then transmitted by ordinary post to the home country. Sometimes witnesses are
required to confirm the identity of the voter and witness that he or she has filled in the
ballot paper freely and without interference. Postal voting is the single voting method in
for example Canada, Jersey, Norway, Mexico (see the case study) and Switzerland (see
the case study).

* The proxy vote. A citizen living or staying abroad may be enabled to vote by choosing a
proxy who casts the vote for the voter at a polling place in the home country, or abroad.
All but four countries that provide this method provide it in combination with personal
voting or postal voting.
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* Electronic means. The voter may use the Internet, personal digital assistants (PDAs),
telephones or a mobile phone to cast his or her vote. This type of electronic voting is
most often referred to as remote electronic voting, or e-voting and may become more
common in future. The case study on Estonia and chapter 10 discuss the piloting of this
kind of option.

There are also other methods. Two countries—Australia and New Zealand—allow their
external voters to vote by fax, in certain circumstances and if specially required.

Tables 1.6 and 1.7 and annex A list the procedures used in different countries or mixed
voting procedures. The most common option, made available by most countries that
practise external voting, is personal voting. Voting often takes place in diplomatic
missions or other official facilities. This option is used by 55 countries. The main
advantages of this option are that it ensures the secrecy of the vote, and that the voter’s
choice is guaranteed to end up on the ballot paper. The second most common single
option is postal voting. The advantages of this option include that it can be practised
from most countries in the world, while the disadvantages may include high costs and
slow postal services. However, mixed systems, which offer external voters more than one
voting option, are not uncommon and are found in 27 countries. Mixed systems can for
example offer personal voting and postal voting, or proxy voting and postal voting.

Very few countries have started using electronic voting for their external voters, although
several tests are being carried out, and systems are being piloted. Only Estonia, France
and the Netherlands have so far offered this option to its external voters. The recent
spread of new information and communication technologies, especially the Internet and
mobile phones, may provide new voting channels that could facilitate external voting
in particular in the near future. As Nadja Braun highlights in chapter 10, the security
issues involved with electronic voting, and especially with remote e-voting, pose some
challenges that should be resolved before this new voting channel can be introduced.
Cost is another issue of concern that should be addressed before moving into a wide use
of e-voting. While e-voting has only been tested and implemented on a few occasions,
more experience is available when it comes to using electronic means for facilitating
parts of the external voting process, such as the provision of information on the parties
and candidates and voter registration.

5. Looking ahead

In many countries the right of citizens who are resident abroad, or of tourists or
travelling businessmen who are temporarily or permanently abroad on election day, to
participate in elections is a fairly recent development, and it is not yet universal in any
part of the world. Universal—that is, unrestricted and unconditional—external voting
is, however, regarded by many as part of the citizen’s rights in a world where living or
staying abroad forms part of the life of millions of people and where the exercise of
rights and the enforcement of laws are becoming more transnational every day. With
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respect to political rights and duties, it is also interesting to discuss whether countries
should or should not allow non-national residents to vote for institutions in the home
country, such as the national legislature, in referendums or for the presidency. If they do
not and there is no provision for external voting in the home country, this represents a
significant loss of political rights for those who are abroad. Some countries, for example
Sweden, allow it at local or regional level. Chapter 3 broaches this issue.

Some countries will review their provisions to allow external voting, and in the process
may decide to abolish or continue it. The main reason for abolishing external voting seems
to be its high cost, especially the cost per voter, but the principles of the equal right to
participate and equal opportunity to participate argues against applying criteria of cost-
effectiveness to such a fundamental political right. Discussions about the introduction
of external voting are ongoing in several Latin American countries, while the possibility
of abolishing it is also being discussed in some other countries.

This Handbook also presents examples of the cost of external voting; rough estimates as
well as actual cost (see case studies and Annex D). Most countries with provisions for
external voting organise it through their administrative settings, with assistance of mail
services, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs etc. However, a smaller number of countries,
typically those that have recently come out of a conflict, organise it with the assistance
of international organisations, other countries or partners. Assistance of international
partners may be necessary in some cases for a variety of reasons, including issues relating
to trust, security or organisational settings. However, as suggested by appendix D and
certain case studies, working on external voting through international partners can be
extremely costly.

Finally, this Handbook brings up examples of disappointing participation rates among
external electors, for example, in Botswana and Mexico (see the case studies and
chapter 1). There are several reasons for potential external electors not to register or
vote. They may relate to a person’s fear of being located at a place where he or she is not
expected to be, for work or political reasons. Other reasons may include that a person
has become distanced from the political issues in their own country, or the sometimes
complex or costly logistical efforts that have to be gone through in order first to register
and then to vote. The final section of chapter 1 discusses the importance of participation
and considers why some countries do not allow external voting, or are planning to

abolish it.

6. Terminology

For the purposes of this Handbook, external voting means procedures which enable
some or all electors of a country who are temporarily or permanently abroad to exercise
their voting rights from outside the national territory. The term used throughout the
Handbook is ‘external voting’. Expressions such ‘absent voting’, ‘absentee voting’ or
‘out-of-country voting’ which are commonly found mean the same thing. Annex B
provides a glossary of other terms used in this Handbook.






