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Preface

What was or wasn’t done properly in the 28 July 2013 general election 
has become an ongoing political issue in the aftermath of the opposition’s 
claim that it really won the election and its refusal to take its seats in 
the National Assembly. In December, a number of non-government 
organisations entered the debate on the side of the opposition by 
publishing Joint-Report on the Conduct of the 2013 Elections, a 64-page 
document, under the byline of “The Electoral Reform Association (ERA)”.

The ERA report gathered up any and all criticisms of the election, even 
without regard for whether the criticisms were mutually contradictory. 
I found it to be poorly documented and reasoned, characteristics that 
tended to be hidden by the report’s glossy presentation and abundance 
of figures and charts.

I therefore began to produce some criticisms of the report, originally 
expecting to write one or two articles. But the more I looked into the report 
regarding one aspect, the more I discovered errors and inconsistencies in 
others. In the end, there were nine articles, which I thought exhausted 
both my energy and the endurance of most readers; but no one should 
assume that the ERA report does not contain other arguments that are 
deserving of criticism.

This pamphlet consists of the nine articles, written between December 
2013 and February 2014, replying to particular points raised in the ERA 
report. They were published originally on my blog Letters to Phnom Penh 
Newspapers (www.letters2pppapers.wordpress.com) and in the online 
newspaper Cambodia Herald (http://www.thecambodiaherald.com/). 
Many of them have been further circulated on the internet in either the 
original English or in Khmer translation.
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For this compilation, I have made only minor editorial changes, where 
something seemed not as clear as it should be, or to remove the repetition 
that is helpful for readers returning to a topic after days or weeks but 
unnecessary in a pamphlet like this.

I hope that the articles speak for themselves. However, some readers may 
wonder whether the ERA or the organisations that formed it have been 
able to counter any of the arguments I advanced. They have not. Although 
the various articles have been widely available for up to seven weeks, I 
know of no instance in which any member of the ERA or its member 
organisations has replied publicly to any point in these articles. This seems 
a clear instance of silence speaking louder than words.

16 February 2014
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After weeks of build-up, in 
December a new organisation 
fi nally released its promised report 
on the 28 July national elections. 
The organisation is the Electoral 
Reform Alliance, or the Election 
Reform Alliance, as it is also called 
in some press accounts. What 
precisely the organisation consists 
of is a bit of a mystery, because 
the ERA doesn’t seem to have 
a website, it has not registered 
as an NGO, it has not publicly 
named any offi  cers or reported 
on an organising meeting, and if 
it has ever done anything besides 
producing the report, I have not 
been able to fi nd any record of it.

The ERA’s report has on its cover 
a graphic displaying the logos of 
20 NGOs. Eight of these are called 
“Contributing Organizations” and 
12 “Endorsing Organizations”. 
This raises more questions than it 
answers.

Do “contributing” and “endorsing” 
refer to the 20 organisations’ 
relationship to the ERA, or to 

the report? If the former, is an 
“endorsing organisation” a 
member of the ERA, with a shared 
responsibility for the organisation’s 
activities, including other activities 
if it has any? If so, how does that 
responsibility diff er from the 
responsibility of a “contributing 
organisation”?

On the other hand, if “contributing” 
and “endorsing” refer only to the 
groups’ relationship to the report, 
doesn’t that indicate that the 
ERA is not really an organisation, 
but is  only a name invented to 
give unwary readers the false 
impression that the report was 
prepared by some kind of body that 
is bigger and more authoritative 
than the usual band of NGO critics?

A further question about the ERA 
concerns whether it is a Cambodian 
or foreign organisation. While 
nearly all of the 20 contributors 
and endorsers are Cambodian, a 
central role appears to be played 
by an agency that was created and 
is funded by the US government, 

1. What is the Electoral Reform Alliance?
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namely the National Democratic 
Institute. Of the other seven 
“contributing organisations” listed 
in the report, two do not state 
how their  “electoral programming” 
activities are funded; two state 
that theirs are funded by the NDI 
and US AID; one is funded by the 
European Union; one is funded 
by the European Union and a 
foundation created by billionaire 
currency speculator George Soros 
for reshaping the world in the 
image of George Soros; and one 
is funded by other NGOs, whose 
sources of funding I have not tried 
to trace.

Hence it appears that the ERA 
“contributing organisations” 
are not contributing nearly as 
much as the United States and, 
to a lesser extent, European 
governments. “The printing of this 
report was made possible by the 
generous support of the United 
States Agency for International 
Development (USAID)”, says the 
acknowledgement on the inside 
front cover. And it was not only the 
printing that was made possible.

The dominance by foreign 

agencies was reflected in some 
of the build-up to the release of 
the ERA report. For example, an 
article – better described as PR 
puffery – that appeared in the 
29 October Cambodia Daily was 
based entirely on comments about 
and quotations from the report by 
Laura Thornton, the local director 
of the NDI.

The report “will tap into some of 
the unhappiness over the election 
results and actually create a 
grassroots demand for reform”, 
Thornton enthused to the Daily. 
She went on, “From our viewpoint, 
we are talking about a complete 
overhaul: rewriting election laws, 
revamping the NEC [National 
Election Committee].” 

It seems not to have occurred to 
either Thornton or the Cambodia 
Daily that there is anything 
inappropriate about unelected 
organisations, funded and directed 
by foreign agencies, attempting 
to “create a grassroots demand”, 
overhaul election procedures 
and rewrite the country’s election 
laws. Indeed, given this attitude, 
it is a bit surprising that the ERA 
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sees any need for Cambodians 
to vote at all. Perhaps the NDI 
has not yet explained to the local 
“contributors” what it explained 
to the right-wing forces it funded 
and encouraged to carry out a 
coup against Venezuela’s elected 
president in 2002.

The above remarks give some 
context to the ERA report’s 
repeated calls for various aspects 
of Cambodian elections to be 
controlled by “independent” or 
“impartial” organisations, for 
example: “Reforms must focus first 
and foremost on establishing a 
truly independent, non-partisan, 
transparent, and accountable 
election management body”; “The 
government should consider an 
independent, politically impartial 
broadcasting regulatory authority 
…”; “Independent observers 
have made the following 
recommendations …”.

What is obvious from any reading of 
the report is that, by “independent”, 
these NGOs mean themselves and 
their foreign allies: “This report was 
compiled based on the research 
conducted by various independent 

organizations [the ‘contributing 
organizations’] …”; “… independent 
broadcasting by stations Voice 
of America (VOA) and Radio Free 
Asia (RFA)”; “… no independent 
NGOs were allowed to witness” 
an internal NEC investigation; 
“Further reforms must be made 
to the structure, processes, 
and membership of the NEC 
including the establishment of an 
independent selection committee 
consisting of representatives from 
diverse sectors (academia, NGOs 
[surprise!], legal organizations, 
etc.).”

The NGOs’ confidence that 
Cambodia would be a better 
place if they were in charge of it is 
matched, logically, by their distrust 
of anyone who has been elected 
to a position (after all, no one ever 
became an NGO executive through 
a public election). Thus the NGO 
authors are quite contemptuous 
of commune councils, precisely 
because they are elected; they 
regularly combine any mention 
of councils with the warning that, 
being elected, they are “partisan” 
and therefore might be biased: “An 
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impartial, unelected professional 
local body should be assigned 
or created to register voters, 
removing this responsibility from 
the elected and partisan commune 
councils.”

Well, yes, a partisan composition is 
the normal result of elections to any 
body in countries where it is legal 
to form political parties: the people 
elected are usually party members. 
Perhaps the ERA will eventually go 

to the source of the problem and 
advocate removing the power 
of the National Assembly to pass 
legislation, since its members are 
unmistakably partisan. The NA’s 
powers could then be passed to an 
impartial, unelected professional 
national body selected by the 
ERA’s contributing and endorsing 
organisations from among their 
own executives.
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In the previous article, I raised 
a number of reasons why the 
recent report of the Electoral 
Reform Alliance deserves to be 
approached with a very sceptical 
attitude; these included the ERA’s 
apparent domination by foreign 
government agencies and the 
contempt of the report’s authors 
for democratic procedures such 
as elections. In this and further 
articles, I will look at some of the 
report’s specifi c complaints and 
suggested or implied “remedies”.

But these specifi cs should always 
also be considered in terms of 
what they have in common. One is 
that few of the criticisms are new, 
despite attempts in the media to 
portray the report as something 
new. They have been heard before, 
and have mostly been replied to by 
the government or the governing 
party.

Secondly, most of the complaints 
or criticisms display an intention 
to portray the government in the 
worst possible light. To cite just 

one example: the report spends 
three of its 60 pages criticising 
the “media environment” 
(especially television) for being too 
favourable to the CPP. Nowhere 
does it mention that the media 
environment includes free time 
provided on state TV to all parties 
to present their platforms. Nor 
does it mention the large number 
of Cambodian newspapers, 
many of which are critical of the 
government and/or supportive of 
the opposition.

Inequality among provinces

One aspect of the ERA report that 
may be new is its criticism of the 
inequalities in seat allocations 
among provinces. It complains 
that one member of the National 
Assembly “in Preah Vihear 
represents 260,034 constituents, 
while in Kep, one representative 
represents 42,838 constituents. 
In Oddar Meanchey, an MNA 
represents 235,897 constituents 
compared with Kratie, with 121,294.”

2. Is Cambodia’s representation system unfair?
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It certainly sounds like the ruling 
party has rigged things here, and 
the ERA will not say anything 
that might disabuse you of that 
notion. For example, it will not 
point out that the present system 
of representation by provinces has 
been in effect since 1993, when it 
was instituted, not by the CPP, but 
by UNTAC, which no one except 
the Khmer Rouge has ever accused 
of trying to favour the CPP.

Aside from who created it, is the 
system unfair? The answer to 
that depends on a number of 
considerations.

The only electoral system that 
could treat all voters’ ballots 
equally and still have proportional 
representation would be one 
that treated the entire country 
as a single electorate. Then the 
number of NA seats assigned to 
each party would be determined 
by its percentage of the national 
vote. Such systems have not been 
generally popular. The reason is 
that elected representatives do not 
represent any specific location or 
section of the population, so voters 
have no particular representative 
whose behaviour they can approve 

or disapprove of, no specific 
representative they can ask for 
assistance or complain to about 
government administration or the 
need for some piece of legislation; 
people in less populated areas feel 
unrepresented.

At the other end of the spectrum 
is a system similar to that used to 
elect the United States House of 
Representatives, where districts 
are as close as possible to each 
other in size, and each elects 
one representative. Such an 
arrangement treats all voters 
equally and allows all voters to 
have one particular representative, 
but cannot be made proportional; 
it is theoretically possible for the 
same party to win 50.1% in each 
district, and therefore to have 
all the representatives in the 
parliament, while 49.9% of the 
population have no representative. 
Another undesirable possibility 
– less theoretical, since it was the 
actual result of the 2012 election in 
the US – is that the party that gets 
the largest number of votes ends 
up with fewer representatives than 
a party that received significantly 
fewer votes.
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The electoral system in Cambodia 
lies somewhere between the two 
extremes. It therefore has some 
of the advantages and some of 
the disadvantages of each. This 
arrangement is of great benefit 
to the authors of the ERA report, 
because it allows them to ignore 
the advantages, focus on the 
disadvantages and pretend 
that these are the fault of the 
government.

The ERA report considers the 
inequalities between provinces in 
terms of population. Here, I use the 
number of votes recorded in the 
28 July election, which is another 
way of illustrating the principles 
involved.

In Kep, the smallest province by 
population, 19,624 votes were 
cast. The national total of votes was 
6,627,159. So if Kep is taken as the 
standard, and every 19,624 votes 
are entitled to one representative, 
the National Assembly would need 
at least 338 members.

Cambodians might decide that 
it is worth tripling the size of the 
National Assembly in order to treat 
voters more equally, but that is 

not the end of the matter. Pailin 
had 26,917 voters, which means it 
should have 1.37 representatives 
in a National Assembly of 338 
members and would therefore 
be either underrepresented or 
overrepresented. To represent 
Kep voters and Pailin voters 
equally, Kep would need to have 
20 representatives and Pailin 
27. That is, the voters of Kep 
and Pailin could be given equal 
representation only by a national 
ratio of one representative per 
thousand voters. Applying that 
ratio requires a National Assembly 
of 6627 members. And it would get 
worse as inconvenient numbers 
in other provinces entered the 
calculation.

The other way of overcoming 
inequalities between provinces, 
without enlarging the National 
Assembly to absurd numbers, 
would be to combine two or more 
provinces into a single electoral 
district – so that, for example, Stung 
Treng, Ratanakkiri and Mondulkiri 
would among them elect only one 
representative. This would shift 
things towards the single-district 
end of the spectrum, at the cost 
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of depriving smaller provinces of a 
local representative.

The ERA report does not advocate 
either such an enlargement of 
the National Assembly or such a 
merging of provinces into larger 
electoral districts. All it does is 
criticise an unavoidable choice 
between local representation and 
equality among voters, in which 
improving one side makes the 
other side worse, and imply that this 
dilemma, inherent in the election 
of representatives, is somehow the 
fault of the government.

Redistribution

A subsidiary ERA complaint is that 
redistribution of seats among 
the provinces has not been done 
“in a decade”. This is a valid point, 
but not a very important one. 
It seems to have been included 
only because the authors were 
tasked with raising every possible 
electoral complaint, regardless of 
its significance.

The report reproduces a simulation 
by the NDI of a redistribution. (The 
National Democratic Institute is an 
agency created by the government 

of the United States, where 
electoral redistributions occur only 
once in a decade, a fact to which 
the NDI has never objected.)

The implication of the report is 
that an inaccurate distribution 
must somehow advantage the 
CPP. However, for 14 provinces, 
the simulated redistribution 
causes no change in the number 
of representatives. Five provinces 
would gain seats (Siem Reap two, 
and one each in Battambang, 
Kampong Speu, Oddar Meanchey 
and Preah Vihear). Five provinces 
would lose seats (two in Kampong 
Cham and one each in Kampot, 
Kandal, Phnom Penh and Prey 
Veng). Would such a redistribution 
have produced a different election 
outcome?

The CPP and CNRP votes in 
Kampong Cham and Siem Reap 
were close enough that reducing 
Kampong Cham’s representation 
by two would mean that each 
party would lose one seat, and 
that increasing Siem Reap’s 
representation by two would 
mean that each party would gain 
one seat.
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In Oddar Meanchey and Preah 
Vihear, both of which the ERA 
redistribution would increase from 
one seat to two, the 28 July vote 
would have given both extra seats 
to the CPP. In Kampong Speu, where 
each party won three seats but the 
CNRP had a plurality, an extra seat 
would have gone to the CNRP. An 
extra seat in Battambang would 
also have gone to the CNRP. So far, 
that adds up to no net change.

Of the four other provinces, each of 
which would lose a seat in the NDI’s 
redistribution, in Kampot, where 
the CPP and CNRP each won six 
seats, the lost seat would have to be 
taken from the CNRP, which trailed 
the CPP by 22,000 votes. In Prey 
Veng, where the CNRP won six seats 
and the CPP five, the CNRP would 
have lost one seat if the province’s 

representation had been reduced 
to 10. On the other side, a reduction 
of one seat for Kandal and Phnom 
Penh would both have been at the 
expense of the CPP. So here also, 
there appears to be no net change 
in the number of representatives 
that would have been elected if the 
NDI’s simulated redistribution had 
actually been carried out.

Hence it is clear that the delay 
in redistribution could not have 
altered the overall election 
outcome. Even more obvious 
and important, given the ERA’s 
perspective that anything 
not perfect is the result of a 
CPP plot: no one could have 
calculated reliably beforehand 
whether a redistribution would 
have benefited the CPP or the 
opposition.
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As noted in two previous articles, 
the report of the Electoral Reform 
Alliance is intended to discredit 
Cambodia’s 28 July general 
election. This article will look at 
the ERA’s claim that there was 
something rigged or improper 
in the way that the proportional 
representation system operated.

The report claims: “Proportional 
representation implies that the 
number of seats allocated to a 
party should be proportional to 
the number of votes that party 
has received. Yet the share of 
seats for the CPP following the 
2013 elections is higher than the 
party’s share of the popular vote, 
mostly due to the single-member 
constituencies in nine provinces 
(all of which the CPP won).”

As pointed out in the previous 
article, if there is something 
wrong with the current voting 
system as such, the ERA should 
be complaining to the UN: it 
was UNTAC, not the CPP, that 
instituted the system. And while 

systems in diff erent countries are 
not exactly the same, the UNTAC-
decreed system in Cambodia 
is not fundamentally diff erent 
from proportional representation 
systems in the rest of the world.

At war with arithmetic

But “proportional representation” 
has never meant, and could 
not possibly mean, an exact 
correspondence between the 
number of votes received and 
the number of representatives of 
a party. Even less could it mean 
that this correspondence must 
hold good in each electorate. 
When hundreds of thousands of 
people are voting for fi ve or six 
or eight representatives, there 
is no possibility of more than an 
approximate match between the 
proportions of candidates elected 
and votes received.

A province with a small number of 
representatives makes a seeming 
injustice in representation almost 
inevitable. Single-member prov-

3. Distorting proportional representation
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inces give no representation to 
voters for any party but the one 
with the largest vote – something 
that ought to be obvious even to 
NGO staff a bit unhinged by parti-
san prejudices. A province with two 
representatives would be highly 
proportional if two large parties 
share most of the votes roughly 
equally, but if there are three par-
ties with nearly the same number 
of votes, one of them will appear 
to have been dealt with unfairly. 
Or if two large parties split most 
of the vote 75%-25%, the result 
in that province has to be unfair 
to one of them. As a general rule, 
proportional representation in any 
electorate is more likely to be not 
very proportional the fewer are the 
number of representatives to be 
elected.

As the ERA acknowledges, the CPP 
did better proportionally because 
it won all of the provinces that 
elected just one representative. 
Therefore, if the CNRP feels that 
it has received fewer seats than it 
deserves, perhaps it should devote 
more effort to winning support in 
more rural and sparsely populated 
areas.

It is true that, because of these 
mathematical facts, the CPP won 
55.28% of the seats with 48.83% 
of the vote. Such a result is not 
unusual in other countries. In 2000, 
George W. Bush was elected US 
president not only with a minority 
of the total vote (47.9%) but also 
with half a million fewer votes than 
his Democratic opponent. And 
what the ERA report doesn’t tell its 
readers is that the CNRP also won 
a share of seats marginally “higher 
than the party’s share of the 
popular vote”, getting 44.46% of 
the vote nationally and receiving 
44.72% of National Assembly seats.

How was it possible for both the 
CPP and CNRP to obtain a larger 
proportion of seats than their 
proportion of the vote? A result like 
that is almost inevitable if there are 
even one or two parties competing 
that do not receive enough votes 
to elect a candidate. In the recent 
Cambodian general election, there 
were six such parties.

Those six parties received a total 
of nearly 450,000 votes, about 
6.8% nationwide. The fact that 
they received no representatives 
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is not an injustice: they were not a 
single political force, but stood for 
a variety of different platforms. But 
it meant that the CPP and CNRP, 
with a combined 93.2% of the vote, 
would share 100% of the elected 
representatives.

This situation is not the creation 
of the CPP, or even of UNTAC. It 
is a product of arithmetic, which 
is normally politically neutral: in 
a proportional representation 
election, whenever there is a 
significant total vote for parties 
that do not win a seat, at least 
some of the parties that do win 
seats will be overrepresented. If the 
system is a sensible one, the party 
that wins the most votes will be 
overrepresented at least as much as 
its competitors, because otherwise 
the extra representatives could 
give the party with the second 
most votes a majority of seats.

Multi-member electorates

The report’s authors seem never 
to tire of blaming the CPP for the 
laws of mathematics. For example, 
the passage quoted above is 
immediately followed by: “Some 
non-single member constituencies 

saw unequal results. In Siem Reap, 
for example, the CPP won 49.9% of 
the votes but received 67% of the 
seats. In 11 provinces, CNRP’s share 
of seats was much lower than their 
share of the popular vote.”

When one examines the details, it 
isn’t nearly so dramatic. Of course, in 
the nine single-member provinces 
that the CNRP lost, its share of seats 
was significantly lower than its 
share of the vote. As for Siem Reap, 
it was electing six representatives. 
The voting numbers made it 
immediately obvious that the CPP 
had won three seats and the CNRP 
two, so the report’s dispute is only 
about the final seat. The legal 
formula gave that seat to the CPP, 
meaning that it had 67% (4 out 
of 6) of the province’s seats. If the 
ERA were advocating a different 
voting system rather than trying 
to discredit the CPP, it would have 
added other examples, such as: In 
Svay Rieng, the CNRP won 33.6% 
of the votes but received 40% of 
the seats. And if the sixth seat in 
Siem Reap had been awarded to 
the CNRP, the CNRP would have 
received 50% of the seats with only 
36% of the votes.
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Furthermore, there is a clear 
attempt to mislead readers in the 
ERA report’s statement that “the 
CPP won 49.9% of the vote” in Siem 
Reap. More than 13% of voters 
in Siem Reap voted for smaller 
parties. The implication that the 
CNRP should have received half 
of Siem Reap’s seats would make 
sense only if all those smaller party 
votes were given to the CNRP.

To make an honest judgment of 
the operation of proportional 
representation in Siem Reap in this 
instance, one should compare the 
votes of the two biggest parties 
against each other, not the vote of 
the biggest party against the total 
vote of everyone else. Of the votes 
in Siem Reap that did not go to the 
six smaller parties, 57.9% were won 
by the CPP and 42.1% by the CNRP. 
Four to two is obviously a fairer way 
than three to three for dividing six 
seats between those two votes.

We have thus accounted for 10 
of the 11 provinces of which the 
ERA complains. The 11th province 
is presumably Kratie, which has 
been often mentioned in CNRP 
complaints, and which shows up 

in the ERA report as a province 
in which the CNRP’s votes per 
representative elected were very 
high. But again, things are not as 
the ERA suggests.

Kratie elects three representatives. 
The vote for the five smaller parties 
that had candidates in Kratie 
totalled less than 7%, so there was 
no chance of one of those parties 
winning a seat. Therefore, between 
the CPP and CNRP, the outcome 
had to be either 3-0 if the vote was 
overwhelming for either, or 2-1, 
which is what happened. The result 
would have to be 2-1 even if the 
winning party had only one more 
vote than the other. That is not 
the fault of the CPP or of UNTAC, 
but of arithmetic and the fact that 
members of the National Assembly 
cannot be divided into fractions of 
a person. But in Kratie, the vote 
difference was considerably more 
than one: the CPP outpolled the 
CNRP by more than 10,000 votes. 
Yet the ERA wants us to believe 
that there is something illegitimate 
about the CPP receiving two of the 
province’s three representatives 
and the CNRP receiving one.
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Yes, if you compare the number 
of votes that elected one CPP 
representative in Kratie with the 
number that elected one CNRP 
representative, there is an obvious 
discrepancy. What the report 
doesn’t tell readers is that any 
other distribution of seats would 
have made that discrepancy worse.

‘Uneven results’

“An easy way to demonstrate 
uneven results for the parties in 
elections is to divide each party’s 
total vote by the number of seats 
it obtained”, declares the report. 
That statement is true in isolation 
but a lie in the context of the real 
world: it is a lie to pretend that 
there is any need to “demonstrate” 
uneven results, when a moment’s 
thought makes it obvious that 
election results are always going to 
be “uneven”. 

The report then presents a chart 
showing the number of votes that 
elected one representative in each 
of the 24 provinces. And indeed 
– surprise! – these are “uneven”; 

arithmetical laws are just as valid 
in Cambodia as they are in the rest 
of the world. What the chart doesn’t 
show is anything at all systematic 
about this unevenness. In fact, in 
the 15 provinces that have more 
than one seat, there are eight 
provinces in which it took more CPP 
votes than CNRP votes to elect a 
representative and seven provinces 
in which the reverse was true. 

While some voters in a province 
may feel that something is not right 
if the party they voted for got only 
50% of the representatives while 
getting 54% of the vote, they need 
to remember that the situation 
may be reversed in a neighbouring 
province. The only reliable key to 
whether an electoral system is 
working adequately is whether 
the party that won the most 
votes nationally won the most 
seats. Nobody has yet advanced 
a detailed and convincing claim 
that the CPP did not receive about 
300,000 more votes than the CNRP 
on 28 July.
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Several of the NGOs that formed 
the Electoral Reform Alliance spent 
a large part of the fi rst half of 2013 
claiming that the process and result 
of registering voters are defective 
and that this disadvantages the 
opposition. So it is not surprising 
that this is a major theme in the 
ERA report.

A problem of credibility arises 
because these claims are wildly 
diff erent from each other.

The 30 October 2013 Cambodia 
Daily carried an interview with 
Laura Thornton, the Cambodia 
country director of the National 
Democratic Institute, a pretend 
NGO (it is funded almost entirely 
by the US government) that has a 
record of supporting conservative 
forces without regard for their 
attitude to democracy. The NDI 
appears as the directing force of 
the ERA.

The purpose of the interview was 
to publicise a survey Thornton said 
had been conducted by the Center 
for Advanced Studies.* According 

to Thornton, the survey found that 
“29.5 percent of citizens attempted 
to vote on election day, but were 
unable to”.

This is quite an astounding – not 
to say absurd – fi gure. It implies 
that 2.86 million people (29.5% of 
9.68 million registered voters; the 
number would be even larger if 
it included people who thought 
they were registered but were not) 
turned up at the polls (“attempted 
to vote”) on 28 July and were 
turned away. It equally implies that 
NGO and CNRP observers at polling 
stations didn’t notice nearly a third 
of would-be voters being refused. 
It is not surprising that this “survey” 
seems never to have been publicly 
released, although the ERA report 
authors are still happy to cite 
unnamed CAS reports as support 
for their claims.

A quite diff erent fi gure comes 
from Theary C. Seng, the founding 
president of Civicus Cambodia. 
Civicus’ website describes the 
organisation as “nonpartisan”, 

4. The vanishing frustrated voters
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although Theary Seng publicly 
boasts of campaigning for Sam 
Rainsy ever since 1998 (“Cambodia’s 
tipping point”, Phnom Penh Post, 16 
August 2013). She says that “fifteen 
per cent of voters – about 1.2 to 
1.3 million of 9.6 million registered 
voters” were unable to vote – about 
half the CAS figure.

Seng cites as the source for this 
a National Democratic Institute-
written document. In fact, this 
document, whose full name is 
“Report on the Voter Registry 
Audit (VRA) in Cambodia 2013”, 
says nothing about how many 
registered voters were unable to 
vote – it could hardly have done 
so, since it was produced in March 
2013, well before the election. And 
there is nothing in it that I can find 
that justifies Seng’s numbers, even 
if her clumsy arithmetic is corrected 
(1.2 to 1.3 million is 12.5% to 13.5% 
of 9.6 million, not 15%).

The NDI report says that the VRA 
could not find the names of 10.8% 
of the people who said they were 
registered. However, after further 
investigation, this figure declined 
to 8.8%. The NDI report of the audit, 
written before the correction, said 

that the margin of error was 2.0-
3.5%. An error of 2% out of 10.8% 
is an error of 18.5%.

So far, from the critics of the NEC, 
who all agree with each other that 
there is something fishy about the 
voter registration, the number of 
Cambodians deprived of their vote 
has declined from 28.5% to 15% 
(or 13%) to 8.8%. But there is more 
still to come.

The ERA report’s authors don’t give 
a specific figure, but they present 
a chart, “Voters with identification 
whose names were not on the 
voter list”, which indicates a range: 
the percentage of polling stations 
in which there were no, few, some 
or many instances of names not 
on the list (Figure 9). The chart 
is based on a survey conducted 
by Transparency International 
Cambodia (TIC) and, according 
to the ERA report’s authors, 
“provides statistically meaningful 
information on the conduct of 
voting and counting … with a high 
degree of accuracy”.

According to the chart, in 40% 
of polling stations, there were 
no instances of intending voters 
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whose names were not on the 
voter list. Furthermore, there were 
no stations at which “many” (more 
than 50) such instances occurred. 
At 52% of stations, there were from 
1 to 10 cases, and at 8%, there were 
11 to 50 cases. The survey’s “high 
degree of accuracy” thus allows us 
to calculate national minimum and 
maximum figures for how many 
would-be voters’ names were not 
found on election day. Since there 
were 19,009 polling stations, the 
minimum would be 19,009 times 
52% plus 19,009 times 8% times 
11, while the maximum  would 
be 19,009 times 52% times 10 
plus 19,009 times 8% times 50. 
These figures, respectively, come 
to 26,613 and 174,883. These are 
0.27% and 1.8% of the number of 
registered voters. The midpoint 
between the minimum and 
maximum, a bit less than 101,000, 
would represent 1.0% of registered 
voters, less than one-eighth of the 
figure in the NDI report’s VRA.

There was another survey, as the 
ERA report notes: “The NGO 
Committee on the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women 

(NGO-CEDAW) deployed 730 
election observers to 656 polling 
stations across the country, who 
recorded similar findings. A total of 
1,772 instances were reported of 
eligible citizens unable to find their 
names on the voter registry.” That 
is an average of 2.7 cases per 
polling station. Applying that 
figure to the 19,009 stations gives a 
national total of 51,324, or a bit 
over one-half of 1% of registered 
voters.

And one more: “COMFREL election 
day monitors observed at least 
9,052 cases of citizens unable 
to vote because they could not 
find their names on the voter list.” 
COMFREL had 11,908 observers 
to cover 19,009 polling stations, 
enough to view more than half the 
stations, far more than would be 
necessary for a statistically reliable 
survey. Hence the total of such 
cases is likely to have been less 
than twice the observed 9,052 – 
around 18,000.

And there you have it: the 
self-appointed “monitors” of 
Cambodia’s elections are agreed 
that the number of eligible voters 
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whose names were not on the 
list was nearly 3 million, and also 
1.2-1.3 million and 1.045 million 
(8.8% of 9.68 million) and 101,000 
and 51,000 and 18,000. Aren’t 
Cambodians lucky to have such 
experts to tell the government and 
the NEC how to run elections!

* The ERA report calls it by the 
same name, but the organisation’s 
website gives the name as Center 
for Advanced Study.
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There is an old proverb in English, 
“Figures don’t lie”. Perhaps because 
of the increasing use of statistics 
by politicians and their agents, the 
proverb was long ago modifi ed: 
“Figures don’t lie, but liars can 
fi gure”. A later version of this saying 
is “How to lie with statistics”.

For some reason, these modifi ed 
proverbs kept coming to mind as 
I read the report of the Electoral 
Reform Association. Among its 
many accusations against the 
conduct of the 28 July general 
election, the ERA report includes 
what it considers some very 
suspicious numbers emerging 
from voter registration and the 
voting.

The report’s authors claim to 
discern “unusual patterns” in the 
additions and deletions to the voter 
list in the 2012 annual updating of 
the list. They don’t mention the fact 
that the appropriate and legally 
specifi ed time to raise objections to 
anything that seemed illegitimate 
about the voter list was then, when 

it was being updated. However, 
the (at that time two) opposition 
parties boycotted the whole 
process, and the organisations 
that make up the ERA seem to 
have followed them. Now they 
want to convince us that there was 
something wrong in the procedure 
that they refused to observe a year 
earlier – based on fi gures.

Not so ‘unusual’

The “unusual patterns” of the ERA 
are the fact that, in the updating, 
the number of voters in some 
polling stations increased or 
decreased more than at other 
stations. A moment’s thought 
makes it obvious that this is not 
really unusual. It would be unusual, 
bordering on the impossible, for all 
polling station voter numbers to 
change by the same percentage. 
Social science developed averages 
and other statistical tools because 
social processes involving more 
than about three people nearly 
always vary.

5. How ERA report distorts statistics 



Democracy and the 2013 Cambodian election:
A reply to the 'Electoral Reform Alliance'24

The ERA presents a chart that 
“shows the number of polling 
stations in each province that 
increased in size by at least 50%” in 
the 2012 update. Such an increase, 
it asserts, implies that “either half 
the population in the community 
turned 18 recently or there was 
large migration to these areas”. 
The report’s authors have a great 
ability to imagine misdeeds by 
the electoral authorities, but when 
it comes to looking for simple 
explanations, their imaginations 
fail them. Instead of either large 
numbers turning 18 or large 
migration, isn’t it possible that 
both phenomena happened in 
the same commune? Anything 
else? It seems that NGOs that 
are continually complaining that 
eligible citizens aren’t registered 
are unable to imagine unregistered 
citizens deciding to register.

From the report’s chart (Figure 21), 
it appears that there were 1274 
such polling stations. That is 7.0% 
of the 18,109 stations that existed 
at the time of the 2012 commune 
elections. That is not a large 
number for Cambodia, which has a 
highly mobile population.

What they didn’t notice

The figures in the ERA report also 
point out something else, which 
seems not to have been noticed by 
its authors. The law sets a maximum 
of 700 voters per polling station. 
As a result of the 2012 voter list 
update causing some stations to 
exceed the maximum, 691 polling 
stations were “split” into two, and 
209 completely new stations were 
created. The report singles out 
Kampong Cham, Kandal and Takeo 
as having especially high numbers 
of stations in which the number of 
voters increased by 50% or more.  
For instance, there were 188 such 
stations in Kampong Cham. But 
the number of split and totally new 
stations in that province, according 
to the report’s Figure 23, was 
only 97. So at least 91 of the 188 
stations with “unusual” increases 
in the number of voters did not 
increase sufficiently to exceed 
the 700 maximum. (There could 
be more than 91, because one or 
more polling stations close to the 
maximum might have gone over 
the limit with only a small increase 
in numbers.)
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What this means is that at least 91 
of those Kampong Cham polling 
stations with large percentage 
increases had relatively small 
numbers of voters prior to the 2012 
update. In order not to go over the 
700 limit with a 50% increase, they 
must have had fewer than 467 
registered voters. The significance 
of this is that percentage increases 
of course appear much larger if you 
start from a low base. If a polling 
station increases by 75 voters, that 
is a 75% increase if it previously 
had 100 voters but a 15% increase 
if it previously had 500 voters.

In all three provinces singled out 
by the report, around half of the 
polling stations with “unusual” 
increases were stations in which the 
percentage seems large because 
the stations had a relatively small 
number of registered voters prior 
to the update (at least 91 of 188 
stations in Kampong Cham, at 
least 66 of 135 in Kandal, at least 
69 of 112 in Takeo). For the whole 
country, there were 1274 stations 
with a 50% or more increase and 
only 900 new stations, so in at 
least 374 stations, and probably 
many more, the increase appears 

unusual only because the the 
report’s authors chose to present 
the figures as percentages in which 
the base of the fraction is hidden 
from the readers.

Turning to polling stations in which 
there was a large percentage 
drop in voters registered, the 
report is even sillier – and not as 
complicated to dismiss. The ERA 
managed to find a grand total of 
– wait for it – 79 polling stations 
in which half or more of registered 
voters’ names were deleted in the 
2012 update. Of the total 18,109 
pre-update polling stations, that 
represents 0.4%. In an honest 
statistical treatment, they would 
probably not even be mentioned 
except as “other”.

But the ERA has not concluded its 
statistical war. “New polling stations 
had unusually high turnout rates”. 
The authors leave us to develop 
our own suspicions from the fact 
that, once again, some stations 
deviate from the average. Clearly, 
the increases in registered voter 
numbers that the report has been 
complaining about didn’t happen 
or are supposed to be forgotten 
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about while reading this part of the 
report, so there was no real need 
to create the new stations, where 
all the names entered were those 
of the Vietnamese troops that the 
ERA saw marching into Cambodia 
to vote on 28 July.

It is true that the percentages of 
registered voters actually voting 
on 28 July was higher in new 
stations than in pre-existing ones. 
This is what one would expect 
if commune authorities were 
doing their jobs. All of the voters 
registered in the new stations 
would be voting in a different 
place than where they last voted. 
Therefore, local officials would 
be calling this to their attention, 
pointing out to them where their 
new polling station was located 
and maybe even reminding them 
to find their name on the voter list 
before election day. They would be 
much more conscious of voting in 
the upcoming election. Meanwhile, 
some of those registered at the 
old station had moved away or 
forgotten its location or forgotten 
the election date. Of course new 
polling stations had a higher 
turnout.

Last gasp statistics

The ERA authors must have been 
commissioned to quote the 
opposition interpretation of every 
statistic. For example: “In polling 
stations with turnout well higher 
than the country’s median, [the] 
CPP performed above its national 
average.” What more proof do Sam 
Rainsy or Kem Sokha need? Where 
the voter turnout was higher, it 
must have been because the CPP 
dragged military personnel and 
civil servants to the polling stations 
and forced them to vote for the 
CPP.*

What the ERA report authors don’t 
say is that it is also true that: “In 
polling stations with turnout well 
lower than the country’s median, 
[the] CPP performed above its 
national average.”

That’s right: both of the seemingly 
contradictory statements are true. 
Once again, the ERA authors are 
illustrating those proverbs. This is 
because, according to the report’s 
Figure 30, the CPP’s vote was higher 
than its national average in eight 
out of 10 voter turnout deciles. In 
only two of the deciles – 60-70 and 
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70-80 percent voter turnout – was 
the CPP vote below 50%. 

As in all things where averages are 
necessary in order to understand 
what is going on, some fi gures 
are above the average and 
some below it; that is obvious to 
everyone except the authors of the 
ERA report. And so, in the polling 
stations with an over 90% turnout, 
the CPP vote exceeded the CNRP 
vote by 18%. But in the 30-40% 
turnout decile, the CPP outpolled 
the CNRP by 17%. Is the one fi gure 
really  more signifi cant than the 
other? Only according to the ERA.

Furthermore, according to the 
report’s Figure 30, in all deciles, 
across the board, the CPP’s 
percentage of the vote was higher 
than the CNRP’s. How, then, can 
the distribution of these votes 
among the diff erent percentages 
of voter turnout make a case that 
the CNRP has been illegitimately 
deprived of anything? I await the 
ERA’s answer; I cannot even begin 
to imagine what it might be.

The other arithmetical mystery 
that arouses great suspicions in the 
minds of the ERA report’s authors 

is the fact that the CPP got a higher 
percentage vote in polling stations 
where there was a high turnout 
than in stations where there was a 
low turnout.

If the ERA electoral experts looked 
at almost any other country in 
the world where there are free 
elections, they would discover 
that, when a governing party loses 
some of its supporters, some of 
those disaff ected voters vote for 
the major opposition parties, but 
varying numbers of them vote 
for small parties or don’t vote. Yes, 
that is a well-known phenomenon: 
people unhappy with the party 
they normally vote for, but not 
trusting the opposition, just don’t 
vote. (The percentage of registered 
voters who voted on 28 July was 
5 percentage points less than in 
2008.) End of mystery.

* At one of the CNRP rallies after 
the election, Kem Sokha said that 
70% of the civil service, police 
and military had voted for the 
opposition. Oops!
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Among the many problems with 
the report of the Electoral Reform 
Association, presented publicly 
with considerable fanfare in early 
December, are the authors’ careless 
attitude as to what constitutes 
evidence and their inability to make 
a logical connection between (real 
or imagined) evidence and the 
conclusion that the authors want 
readers to draw.

A good illustration of this failing 
is the loudly trumpeted claim by 
Comfrel, two days before the 28 
July election, that the indelible 
ink used to mark the forefi nger of 
voters could be “easily removed”, a 
claim repeated in the ERA report. 
A video that Comfrel has placed 
on Youtube shows a Comfrel staff  
member removing the NEC’s ink 
from his fi nger, not “easily”,  but by 
using three diff erent unidentifi ed 
liquids and scrubbing vigorously 
for four minutes. At least one 
of those liquids was corrosive, 
because there was reportedly clear 
damage to the skin of the Comfrel 
staff  member when he returned to 

the NEC to show that the ink had 
been removed.

In a certain sense, that is evidence 
that the indelible ink used in 
Cambodian elections can be 
removed. The problem here is 
that Comfrel didn’t consider the 
purpose of the use of indelible 
ink, but instead tried to mislead 
the public by focusing only on the 
absolute validity of the statement 
that the ink was “indelible”. 

Even without a Comfrel staff  
member making the sacrifi ce to 
prove it, it is obvious that a voter 
who wanted to vote a second 
time could get rid of the ink by 
amputating his or her stained 
forefi nger. Less drastically, if the 
outer layer or layers of skin are 
removed, ink on them will also be 
removed. The aim of the indelible 
ink is not to make it absolutely 
impossible for the ink to be 
removed by someone who will 
go to any lengths, including self-
harm. The aim is to make removing 
the ink suffi  ciently diffi  cult that 

6. The indelible ink saga
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significant numbers, even if they 
want to vote twice, will not attempt 
it or will fail if they do attempt it.

Counter-evidence

The ink is manufactured in India and 
is used there and in Afghanistan, 
Malaysia, Nigeria, Singapore, 
South Africa and Thailand, as well 
as in Cambodia. It seems to have 
done the job in all those countries, 
as it has here since 1998. And there 
were few or no other complaints 
about it in the 28 July election. For 
instance, the Khmer Institute of 
Democracy (KID), which registered 
with the NEC through Comfrel, 
had 14 observers in four provinces. 
KID’s report states:

“Following up on a media report 
on the indelible ink, team mem-
bers did a test by inviting voters to 
clean off the ink after they voted 
… Water, soap, lemon, rubbing al-
cohol, and gasoline were substanc-
es we could best find and there-
fore used … According to the test, 
voters and our own observation, 
the ink could not be completely 
cleaned off.” (http://kidcambodia.
org/index.php?option=com_con-
tent&task=view&id=32&Itemid=72)

Similarly, the 31 July 2013 
Cambodia Daily reported: “… 
Comfrel observers in northwest 
Cambodia said that tests of the 
security ink showed that it was 
certainly indelible.

“In Ratanakkiri, Kratie and 
Mondolkiri provinces, attempts 
to wash off the ink with readily 
available substances were 
unsuccessful, according to Devin 
Morrow, who worked with Comfrel 
as an election observer.

“'Using rubbing alcohol, diesel, 
coarse disinfectant soap and fresh 
limes, our results showed that the 
ink did not come off of the voter’s 
finger,’ she said in an email.”

Both the KID and Cambodia 
Daily reports are cited in the NEC 
White Paper of 5 September. But 
they are not countered – or even 
mentioned – in the ERA report 
two months later, which simply 
asserts: “The possibility of double 
voting became a real one when it 
was demonstrated ahead of the 
election that the ink used to protect 
against this was easily removed.” 
This failure even to acknowledge 
the existence of evidence that is 
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counter to what the ERA wants to 
prove is characteristic of the ERA 
report.*

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, 
that neither Comfrel nor the ERA 
show much confidence in their 
own claims about the ink. This 
is clearly revealed in the ERA 
report, which informs readers that, 
shortly after the election, Comfrel 
conducted a survey to find out 
why some people had not voted. 
According to the ERA report, it 
was easy to identify non-voters: 
Comfrel looked for people  “without 
indelible ink on their forefingers 
immediately after voting day”! 
Yes: even after voting day, Comfrel 
seemed confident that no one had 
discovered and used its method of 
“easily removing” the ink.

Difficult questions

The ERA report’s authors’ inability 
to draw logical connections 
between evidence and conclusions 
is relevant here. For the sake of 
illustration, let’s assume for a 
moment that the report’s claims 
regarding the indelible ink are 
100% accurate, and that this allows 
the CPP to organise double voting. 

Such a conclusion would raise 
some difficult questions.

As noted, the ink has been in 
use, here and in other countries, 
since 1998. Are we supposed 
to believe that the CPP in 1998 
foresaw that it would need to rely 
on double voting in 2013, and 
therefore contacted the Indian 
manufacturers and induced them 
to alter the formula? What sort 
of compensation could have 
persuaded the manufacturers to 
alter their product for the worse? 
And how did they manage to keep 
this a secret, from the Indian public 
and their international customers, 
for 15 years?

Or is it claimed that the ink formula 
was altered only after the 2008 
general election? In that case, was 
the Indian government involved 
in this international conspiracy to 
cheat the Cambodian opposition 
of victory? The Indian government 
donated the ink that was used on 
28 July, and before the donation 
was announced – less than three 
months before the election – the 
Cambodian government could 
hardly have counted on having 
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the secretly modified ink available 
– unless this had already been 
worked out secretly between the 
two governments well beforehand. 
Is it the view of the ERA that the 
Indian government was involved 
in a conspiracy of this sort?

In short, even if it were shown that 
it would have been possible for 
significant numbers of Cambodians 
to remove the indelible ink on 
election day, it would be irrational 
to leap to the conclusion that 
the defect in the ink was due to 
anything more than a failure of 
the manufacturers to test the 
ink sufficiently. The ERA report’s 
authors imply such a conclusion 
only because their mandate was 
not to provide a rational critique, 
but to undermine the legitimacy of 
the general election.

Further questions

Other questions arise – not 
hypothetical questions based on 
the ERA’s implied scenario, but 
real questions based on Comfrel’s 
video (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=hJL7gmsrAjs).

On 26 July, 11 media and NGO 

representatives at the NEC office 
were invited to dip their fingers 
into the ink and then attempt to 
remove it within several hours. The 
heading on the video’s Youtube 
page is, “Comfrel Noticed Indelible 
Ink is Removable on July 26, 2013” – 
as though it is reporting an almost 
accidental discovery. But anybody 
who watches the video will quickly 
realise that it is not recording 
an experiment to determine 
whether the ink can be removed; 
it is illustrating something that 
the video participants knew 
beforehand.

For example, nothing is tried 
unsuccessfully. There are three and 
only three liquids, which have to 
be applied in the correct order, and 
for the correct amount of time for 
each: Comfrel executive director 
Koul Panha, sitting on the “test” 
subject’s left, checks his watch to 
make sure the timing is correct, 
and he watches the “test”, not 
with curiosity, but with a satisfied 
smile on his face; when the subject 
hesitates over what to do next, 
an arm intruding from off screen 
points to the liquid he should dip 
his finger into.
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There seem to be only two 
possibilities here. Possibility 1: In 
the few hours between leaving 
the NEC office and making the 
video, Comfrel’s Phnom Penh 
office conducted a number of 
experiments and happened to 
find a combination of chemicals 
that worked, unlike the attempts 
of its staff in other cities. It then 
made a video of its discovery. This 
would mean that the video was a 
staged re-enactment, not a record 
of the actual experiment, and that 
Comfrel had therefore applied a 
different ink to the subject’s finger 
in order to make the video, but 
pretended otherwise. I assume the 
organisation would not engage in 
such dishonest behaviour.

Possibility 2 is that Comfrel knew, 
well before its staff member’s inked 
finger left the NEC office, exactly 
what would remove the ink. But 
if that is so – and it seems almost 
certain – it raises some important 
questions.

Most importantly, how did Comfrel 
know? The NEC doesn’t distribute 
samples of the ink, which would 
give people with bad intentions 

the opportunity and time to find 
or invent ways of removing it. 
Hence the discovery of how to do 
it is almost certain to have been 
made outside Cambodia. Who 
would have a motive to spend the 
time, effort and money necessary 
to make such a discovery or 
invention? If there are would-be 
electoral cheaters in one of the 
other countries using the ink, they 
would have the motive. But if they 
succeeded, they would certainly 
not tell anyone outside their own 
circle about it, because doing 
so would lead to the ink being 
modified or no longer used, thus 
defeating the cheaters’ objective.

Who else has a reason and the 
resources to develop a way to 
remove indelible ink, and also a 
reason to pass on the information 
to an NGO in Cambodia? We can all 
speculate, but it would clearly be 
best if Comfrel cut off speculation 
by explaining publicly who told 
it how to remove the NEC’s ink 
from fingers. Who put that smile of 
certainty on Koul Panha’s face?

When answering that question, I 
hope Comfrel will also address a 
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second one: when did it receive the 
information? If it was more than a 
few days before the election, then 
it seems very irresponsible not to 
have informed the authorities so 
that some counter-action might 
have been taken, rather than 
keeping the information to itself 
until 26 July and then releasing it 
in a blaze of publicity that could 
only undermine public confi dence 
without countering any real 
misdeeds.

* It appears possible that no one 
involved in the production of the 
ERA report has ever read the NEC 
White Paper. The text of the report 
claims (page 30) to be citing “the 
NEC’s post-election White Paper”, 
but the footnoted reference is to 
an earlier, pre-election, document. 
A search of the report for “white 
paper” fi nds no other mention.
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The previous articles have 
called attention to a number of 
distortions and false suggestions 
or conclusions by the so-called 
Electoral Reform Alliance. 
Generous readers might attribute 
many of the errors in the report, 
not to deliberate ill will, but to 
ignorance or illogic on the part of 
its authors.

Here, however, I will focus on an 
aspect of the report that leaves no 
room for doubt that it is an act of 
quite conscious falsifi cation by at 
least some of the NGOs using the 
label of the ERA to present their 
attacks on the National Election 
Committee and the conduct of the 
general election.

On page 45 of the ERA report 
there appears this passage: “In 
Kandal, where polling station 1204 
was closed early due to violence, 
CNRP only needed 166 votes to 
gain an additional seat and 200 
people registered on the voter 
list in station 1204 were unable to 
vote. According to LEMNA [Law 

on the Election of Members of the 
National Assembly] Article 111, if 
there are serious irregularities that 
could have aff ected the election 
result, re-election should be 
completed within eight days.”

The passage is very carefully 
worded. It doesn’t say explicitly 
that the CPP used violence to 
stop people from voting at polling 
station 1204 and by doing so 
probably deprived the CNRP of an 
additional seat. But that is clearly 
the impression that would be 
taken away by readers who have no 
other source of information about 
station 1204. The reason the ERA 
didn’t say this explicitly is that the 
report’s authors knew that if they 
did so, it would be easy to expose 
them as liars. So they phrased their 
falsehood in a way that would 
allow them, if necessary, to claim: 
No, no, that’s not what we meant; 
you misunderstand us.

What the ERA knows but doesn’t 
tell the reader is that the CPP had 
nothing to do with the violence at 

7.  ERA covers for violence and racism
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station 1204, which was located 
in S’ang Phnom commune, S’ang 
district. The violence there came 
from a mob whipped up by the 
rhetoric of the leaders of the CNRP. 
According to an election observer 
from the Heinrich Böll Foundation, 
“a large group” of people who 
had already voted remained at 
the polling station. (This is what 
Sam Rainsy and Kem Sokha had 
publicly urged their followers 
to do.) This mob then physically 
prevented other would-be voters 
from entering the polling station. 
(See http://www.boell.de/en/
node/277689.)

The Heinrich Böll observer said the 
mob alleged that the voters they 
blocked were not registered locally. 
But the only way to determine 
whether that was the case would 
have been to allow them into the 
polling station and then check 
their names against the voter 
list – something that the CNRP 
representatives would have been 
able to do if they had any doubts 
about a voter. And although 
Licadho tried to use the incident 
against the electoral authorities, 
observers for that NGO discovered 

that the blocked voters were in fact 
on the Kandal voter list. They were 
workers at a local quarry who had 
previously voted in their varied 
home provinces but had registered 
in Kandal because their employer 
objected to them taking several 
days off to return and vote. There 
is nothing improper about voters 
changing their registration to the 
province where they are employed.

Furthermore, 1204 was far from the 
only polling station where people 
were blocked from voting, but the 
ERA is strangely silent about these 
other incidents.

For example, shortly after the 
election, the British newspaper 
Guardian described a mob of 
CNRP supporters physically 
blocking ethnic Vietnamese who 
are Cambodian citizens and were 
properly enrolled on the voters list. 
The reporter interviewed one of 
the people prevented from voting. 
A woman of 60, she was born in 
Cambodia to a family that has been 
here for generations. She told the 
journalist: “The opposition youth 
blocked us, yelling: ‘Yuon! Yuon! Go 
away! Don’t let them vote.’ I tried 
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three times with help from police 
officers but couldn’t vote.”

Only seven or eight kilometres 
to the east of station 1204, the 
station at Khet Oudam in Traeuy 
Sla commune, S’ang district, was 
besieged by another racist mob. 
According to the 29 July Cambodia 
Daily, of 15 ethnically Vietnamese 
families who were properly 
registered, only five were “able 
to make their way past the angry 
crowd … to vote”. The story quoted 
a fisherman who was prevented 
from voting: “Most of us have lived 
here for three generations. I have 
an identity card and my name is on 
the voter list. I am a citizen, so why 
can I not vote?”

Another ethnically Vietnamese 
Cambodian citizen, a 38-year-
old woman who had lived in the 
village since 1980, was blocked by 
an angry mob on her first attempt 
to vote, but later succeeded with 
police help: “I went again at 8 a.m. 
And police were there and helped 
me. They told people that I had 
an identity card and escorted me 
inside. I was shaking.”

Licadho also observed the racist 
violence at Traeuy Sla commune 
and reported: “… a large group of 
several  hundred local residents 
were blocking individuals from 
voting apparently due to their 
alleged Vietnamese ethnicity … 
A neighbor of one of the blocked 
individuals stated that the man 
was [a] long term resident of 
the area. Local residents in this 
station expressly stated that they 
were blocking the individuals in 
question from voting due solely to 
their apparent ethnicity.”

Observers from Licadho also noted 
similar incidents of racist mobs 
blocking voters in Russey Keo 
district of Phnom Penh, Leuk Teik 
district of Kandal and Preah Sdach 
district of Prey Veng.

Licadho is one of the “contributing 
organisations” to the ERA report, 
so the ERA can hardly claim to be 
ignorant about these instances 
of mobs blocking Cambodian 
citizens from voting. But the 
report’s only reference to violence 
in the election dishonestly implies 
that the CNRP was the victim of the 
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violence rather than the spur for it. 
The words “racism” or “racist” do 
not occur in the ERA report.

No one can know with certainty 
how the Cambodians blocked 
from voting at station 1204, Traeuy 
Sla and elsewhere would have 
voted if they had been able to get 
past the thugs who blocked their 
way. But it is clear that the thugs 
thought that those voters were not 
supporters of the CNRP; that is why 
they blocked them.

Yet the ERA report complains that 
the pro-CNRP violence at station 
1204 should be a reason to have 
a re-election – that is, to give the 

CNRP a chance to do it again. 
If the CNRP trailed by only 166 
votes, maybe in a re-election racist 
mobs could block an additional 
167 suspected CPP voters. And if 
they don’t quite succeed then, the 
ERA could say that the violence in 
the re-election requires a re-re-
election.

Both by what it suggests and by 
what it doesn’t say, the ERA report 
is a shameless and shameful 
defence of racist violence. And 
the report’s clear bad faith on this 
issue certainly argues against the 
possibility that its numerous other 
errors are simply honest mistakes.
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Most of the NGOs involved with the 
so-called Electoral Reform Alliance 
would describe themselves as 
supporters of human rights. It 
may therefore come as a surprise 
to some readers to discover that 
the ERA report fi rmly advocates 
curtailing the rights of Cambodians 
who serve in the armed forces or in 
the civil service.

It does this in two ways. First, 
it argues that the law already 
deprives the armed forces and civil 
servants of the right to participate 
in politics. Then, it argues that the 
“enforcement” of the law should be 
“strengthened” in ways that would 
severely limit armed forces’ and 
civil servants’ political rights.

It begins by quoting the law 
regarding civil servants: “Any civil 
servant shall be neutral when 
exercising his/her functions and 
shall forbid himself/herself to use 
his/her position and the State 
facilities to undertake the following 
political activities: to work for or 
against a political party and to work 

for or against a political candidate. 
Any behavior contrary to this Article 
shall constitute a transgression or a 
professional breach.” (p. 12)

That is pretty straightforward, 
as is the corresponding law for 
the military: “Military personnel 
shall be neutral in their functions 
and work activities, and the use 
of functions/titles and State’s 
materials for serving any political 
activities shall be prohibited.”

The laws forbid civil servants or 
armed forces to use state property 
or to perform their functions in a 
way that favours a political party. 
But neither civil servants nor 
military personnel are on duty 24 
hours a day, seven days a week. 
The laws do not prohibit political 
activity during times when they 
are not performing their offi  cial 
duties. But the ERA report authors 
simply ignore the plain meaning 
of the laws they have quoted so 
they can pretend that CPP military 
personnel and civil servants are 
violating the law:

8. ERA aims to cut soldiers’ and civil servants’ rights
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“The CPP has wide organizational 
party structures within the state 
administration and the police and 
military forces, counter to the law … 
[Provincial and district governors, 
department chiefs etc.] were 
assigned functions as civil servants 
and therefore were prohibited from 
taking part in any political party 
activity, but they were serving as 
heads of CPP committees and CPP 
committee members in a number 
of provinces and districts.”

“Prohibited from taking part in 
any political party activity”! This is 
pure invention by the ERA, and it is 
contrary to both Cambodian and 
international law.

Article 7.7 of the Regulations and 
Procedures for the Election of the 
Members of the National Assembly 
of the Fifth Mandate clearly states: 
“After or besides working hours or 
besides the official work capacity, 
civil servants, local authorities of 
all levels, royal armed forces, police 
and judicial officers may participate 
in campaign activities to support 
any political party or candidate, 
but shall not be in uniform and/or 
shall not carry weapons.” 

And Article 25 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights declares:

“Every citizen shall have the right 
and the opportunity, without any 
of the distinctions mentioned in 
article 2 and without unreasonable 
restrictions: 

(a)  To take part in the conduct of 
public affairs, directly or through 
freely chosen representatives; 

(b)  To vote and to be elected at 
genuine periodic elections 
which shall be by universal and 
equal suffrage and shall be held 
by secret ballot, guaranteeing 
the free expression of the will of 
the electors; 

(c)  To have access, on general terms 
of equality, to public service in 
his country.”

Contrary to this international 
covenant, the “human rights” 
NGOs of the ERA don’t want the 
armed forces and civil servants to 
enjoy normal political rights – ever. 
One of their “recommendations” is:

“The enforcement of laws 
guaranteeing the neutrality of 
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judges, village chiefs, authorities, 
and armed forces personnel 
(including police) should be 
strengthened in order to prevent 
them from participating actively 
in any political party activities and 
electoral campaigns, either during 
or after working hours (p. 14, my 
emphasis).”

Why should any Cambodian who 
joins the armed forces or gets a job 
as a civil servant have to give up 
the right to participate in political 
activity? If someone in such a 
position says to a family member, 
“I think the X Party deserves 
my vote”, would that person be 
removed from their position under 
the “strengthened enforcement” 
advocated by the ERA for the 
offence of participating in an 
electoral campaign? A right to vote 
that doesn’t include the right to 
discuss parties and political issues 
doesn’t mean very much.

As I pointed out in the first article, 
the ERA report is openly dismissive 

of elected bodies like commune 
councils, precisely because they are 
elected. It calls for “independent 
organisations” (meaning the NGOs 
involved) to take over various 
electoral functions, including 
selection of the NEC. The desire to 
restrict the political rights of civil 
servants and military personnel is 
quite consistent with this distrust 
of voters.

For all their talk about “democracy” 
and “human rights”, the 
organisations using the name 
ERA display a thoroughly anti-
democratic attitude, in which a 
self-appointed elite, generally 
foreign-funded, makes the 
important decisions but takes 
no responsibility: even their 
recommendations are cited as 
coming simply from “independent 
observers”; ordinary people have 
no right to know who is proposing 
laws and regulations on their 
behalf.
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The numerous misrepresentations 
and distortions in the report of the 
ERA are more than enough to make 
it clear that this was a political 
project intended to discredit the 
28 July general election, not an 
objective study of the electoral 
process. But if anyone has any 
doubts about that conclusion, 
there is further, indisputable, 
evidence.

This evidence is the propaganda 
campaign carried out by a leading 
fi gure of the ERA a month and 
a half before the release of the 
ERA report, a campaign that 
misrepresented what the NGOs 
involved in the ERA had discovered 
or concluded about the conduct 
of the election. This campaign 
succeeded in misleading the 
Cambodia Daily and therefore, 
presumably, many of that paper’s 
readers.

Laura Thornton is the head of the 
Cambodia offi  ce of the National 
Democratic Institute, a US 
government-funded organisation 

that appears to be the directing 
force of the ERA. On two successive 
days in October, Thornton gave 
interviews to the Cambodia Daily in 
which she claimed to be revealing 
the results of Cambodian NGOs’ 
observations of the election. The 
Daily ran major stories based on 
these interviews in its 29 and 30 
October editions.

In article number 4 above, I quoted 
one of Thornton’s claims in the 
interviews, namely her statement 
that the Center for Advanced Study 
had conducted a nationwide survey 
which found that “29.5 percent 
of citizens attempted to vote on 
election day, but were unable to”. 
As Thornton told the Daily, “this 
number of disenfranchised voters 
had the potential to have changed 
the outcome of the elections”. But 
as a moment’s thought makes 
clear, NDI and/or CAS overreached 
themselves: the fi gure is so large as 
to be absurd, and is furthermore 
contradicted by the observations 
of other NGOs.

9. How the ERA manipulated the media
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The alleged CAS survey has never 
been made public, but it didn’t 
need to be, since it had already 
served Thornton’s purpose of 
publicising the idea that large 
numbers of Cambodians had been 
deprived of their right to vote.

One day earlier, Thornton had 
provided the Daily with what 
she said were “excerpts” from the 
upcoming ERA report: 

“… on election day the warnings 
became reality, as eligible citizens 
with accurate identification were 
turned away from the polls, while at 
the same time busloads of people 
unknown by the community were 
trucked to polling stations to vote 
using no identification or ICEs.

“If those large numbers of 
disenfranchised citizens had been 
allowed to vote and if illegal voting 
had been prevented, it is unclear 
what the true election result would 
have been.”

It certainly sounded as though 
the ERA had the evidence of 
wrongdoing: busloads of people 
without any identification at all 
(not even Vietnamese army ID 

cards?) being taken around the 
country to vote. If you couldn’t find 
a bus in Phnom Penh on 28 July, 
now you know the reason.

It may be that Thornton missed 
her true calling. She should 
have been a screenwriter for 
Hollywood B-movies. Neither of 
the paragraphs she “quoted” for 
the Cambodia Daily is in the ERA 
report.

I could not force myself to read 
the ERA report a second time, 
but I did word searches for 
“warnings”, “busloads”, “trucked”, 
“no identification or ICEs”, 
“disenfranchised citizens” and 
“true election result”. None of them 
occur in the ERA report.

The only thing I could find in the 
report that comes close to part 
of the quotation in the Cambodia 
Daily is “… eligible citizens with 
valid identification were turned 
away from the polls, while at 
the same time voters reported 
seeing people unknown in their 
communities voting by using ICEs”. 
So “busloads” become “people” – 
how many? – who didn’t happen 
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to be known to some – how many? 
–  voters interviewed by an NGO 
that is not identified.

In short, Thornton put one over 
on the Cambodia Daily. She 
provided the paper with juicy-
sounding “excerpts” guaranteed to 

discredit the election and create 
an atmosphere in which other ERA 
accusations were more likely to 
be believed. When the report was 
finally made public six weeks later, 
maybe no one would notice that 
the “excerpts” didn’t exist.



In the aftermath of the 28 July 2013 general election in Cambodia, what 
was or wasn’t done properly in the conduct of the election has become an 
ongoing political issue. In December, a group of NGOs calling themselves 
the Electoral Reform Alliance published a “Joint Report” claiming to 
document numerous problems and irregularities. An often shallow 
acquaintance with this report has become the basis of a common view, 
especially among foreigners, that the election was seriously flawed and 
did not accurately reflect the voters’ intentions.

Mainly using the figures and statements in the report itself, this pamphlet 
examines the most important of the alleged irregularities and shows 
that many of them are trivial or non-existent. It goes on to show how the 
report’s authors cover up the opposition’s use of violence and racism and 
how the ERA has attempted to manipulate public opinion by misleading 
the local media.

Allen Myers has resided in Cambodia since 2000. He has often contributed 
letters to the local English-language press, and he frequently comments 
on current events on his blog Letters to Phnom Penh Newspapers (www.
letters2pppapers.wordpress.com).


