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Elections in MENA        Special Focus

Tunis

I 

n 2012, the new Libyan authori-
ties decided to reactivate the 
previous regime’s plan to as-
sign every Libyan a national 
identity (NID) number. It was 

thought the move would help stop 
fraud, such as people using multiple 
identities to obtain more than one 
government job and salary.

At the time of the announcement, 
however, there were concerns that 
the system would be flawed, not 
least because it was based on the 
inaccurate records of the Civil Reg-
istry Authority (CRA). As there was 
no cooperation between the reg-
istry and the Ministry of Health, 
which issues death certificates, 
many feared that deceased Libyans 
would remain on the registry and 
their identities stolen. There were 
concerns, too, that foreigners could 
be illegally registered as Libyans.

The concerns were ignored. By 
early 2013, some 6 million NID num-
bers had been issued and they have 
since become the basis for many 
government services. A valid NID 
number must be produced to re-
ceive government salaries, register 
for elections and sign up for govern-
ment entitlements.

That includes last year’s distribu-
tion allowance by the Central Bank 
of Libya, which permitted every 
Libyan citizen to buy $400 at the of-
ficial exchange rate (approximately 
1.35 Libyan dinars to the dollar) 
rather than the much higher black 
market rate, which ranged 6.5-10 
dinars to the dollar throughout the 
year.

The central bank announced this 
month it had paid almost $2.79 bil-
lion to Libyans in the programme 
at the official rate during the year. 
It said that the money was given 
to 6.97 million people — 93% of all 
those registered with the NID.

This figure raised many eye-
brows and triggered serious con-
cerns about the NID number. If  
6.97 million people account for 
93% of all those registered there are  
7.49 million with a NID number.

The figure is well over the accept-
ed estimated Libyan population, 
which, at the end of 2017, was put 
at 6.47 million, 1 million fewer than 
the 7.49 million registered. Many 
people are not registered, such as 
most of the Tawerghas and numer-
ous Tebus and Tuaregs.

Over the past several years, there 
have been numerous attacks on of-
ficials working with the NID data-
base by those trying to gain access 
to it. Last April, the CRA accused a 
Tripoli militia of abducting its direc-
tor in a bid to force him to give them 
access to the database. In October 
2016, a previous acting CRA head 
was injured in an assassination bid. 
The previous month, two CRA staff 
members were kidnapped in the 
capital. Two months before that, 
two CRA staff were kidnapped and 
killed in the southern town of Mur-
zuq. There have been other abduc-
tions of staff.

Most of these cases were con-
sidered financially motivated: The 
perpetrators wanted new identities 
created so they could claim salaries 
for them. Non-Libyans have been 
discovered with Libyan passports 
issued on the basis of fake NID 
numbers.

However, there are indications 
that crimes were politically moti-
vated as well.

In March 2016, the CRA warned 
that its database had been compro-

mised by ‘‘ideologically extremist 
groups’’ intent on creating identi-
ties “for their own interests.”

With UN Special Envoy to Libya 
Ghassan Salame pushing for elec-
tions by the end of 2018, there are 
concerns about using NID numbers 
for voter registration. A possible 1 
million spurious voters could mas-
sively subvert Libyans’ voting in-
tentions, especially given the rela-
tively low numbers involved.

The High National Election Com-
mission (HNEC) said there are more 
than 2 million voters registered. 
That is lower than the 2,865,937 
people who registered to vote in 
the 2012 General National Congress 
elections, of whom 62% turned out 
to vote.

In 2014, 1,509,291 people regis-
tered to vote for the Constitution 
Drafting Assembly in February, with 
about half that number turning out 
to vote. The number fell further 
for the June 2014 elections for the 
House of Representatives: 1.5 mil-
lion registered to vote and 42% of 
those registered turned out. This 
means 630,000 voted in the elec-
tion — 18% of the estimated total 
potential electorate.

Following the Central Bank’s an-
nouncement about last year’s dis-
tribution allowance, questions are 
being asked over how many of the 
2 million names registered to vote 
are fraudulent. There have been re-
ports of people applying to register 
with their NID numbers only to be 
told that they had been registered 
elsewhere.

“The figure [of an extra 1 million 
population] is too high and it’s a 
major worry,” said Otman Gajiji, 
the former chairman of the Central 
Committee for Municipal Council 
Elections and prior to that of HNEC. 
“This must be resolved before the 
planned elections.”

Gajiji said the government needed 
some form of biometric verification 
for NID numbers and registration.

“There is enough time for HNEC 
to ask for fingerprinting to validate 
the registry’s 7.5 million figure,” he 
said.

For Libya, mere uncertainty 
about the numbers involved is like-
ly to have a disastrous effect. Until 
it is shown that everyone registered 
to vote is entitled to do so, the au-
thenticity of the polls will almost 
certainly be challenged. The losers 
will claim the results illegitimate 
and refuse to accept them.

There is precedent for this. In 
2014, when the losers of the elec-
tions for the House of Representa-
tives refused to accept the result 
on technical legal grounds, the new 
House and the government were 
forced to quit Tripoli, which was 
taken over by those losers. The di-
visions created by that rejection 
of the polls remain at the heart of  
Libya’s crisis.

Michel Cousins is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.
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Major worry. A 2012 file picture shows an electoral worker verifying the identity of a voter at a polling station in the local council 
elections in Benghazi.                         (Reuters)

Fears of election fraud loom after
disclosures about Libyan ID numbers

Until it is shown that 
everyone registered to 
vote is entitled to do 
so, the authenticity of 
the polls will almost 
certainly be 
challenged.

T
his year will be a time 
of elections in many 
parts of the Arab 
world.

Elections generally 
are designed to give 
voters the reins of 

power but they only really work 
when all sides respect the rules of 
the game: campaign openly, do not 
cheat, do not threaten or coerce 
opponents and their followers and 
accept the outcome gracefully.

Those who lose should work con-
structively as part of the legitimate 
opposition. A healthy opposition 
serves to keep those in power in 
check.

For many politicians or would-be 
leaders, the temptation of power 
is too much. To attain a leadership 
position, they will lie, cheat, kill 
and contest the counting of votes. 
Some will resort to the use of the 
military if they have the right con-
nections.

Yet elections in the Middle East 
and North Africa do matter, despite 

the many caveats and the juxta-
posing of autocracies, theocra-

cies and authoritarian rulers, the 

whole sprinkled with a mixture of 
so-called democracy.

There will be the opportunity 
to witness legislative elections in 
Iraq next May. Two months earlier, 
Egypt votes for a president.

There is a vote scheduled for 
Libya, assuming those who brought 
havoc on the country can stop fight-
ing long enough to allow citizens 
to voice their choice for leadership 
through the ballot and not the 
bullet. Libya has gone from foreign 
colonisers to a brief independence 
period when it was ruled by a royal 
family, which was ousted by the 
brutal dictatorship of Muammar 
Qaddafi, to the current mayhem.

It is evident that elections do not 
always yield greater democratic 
freedoms but they beat all alterna-
tive ways of managing a country. 
In Iran, elections have always led 
to continued theocratic rule under 
one wing or the other of the clerics. 
The clerics use election results as 
a stamp of approval for their rule. 
Committing a crime against the 
state is bad enough but when the 
crime becomes a crime against the 
will of God, the picture changes 

drastically.
In Turkey, the imperial ambitions 

of Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan do 
not mean respect for liberties and 
human rights at home. Re-election 
is essentially guaranteed but court-
ing Turkish nationalists in prepara-
tion for the next Turkish elections 
is fuelling anti-Kurdish military 
action. That threatens regional 
stability.

Elections may not amount to sta-
bility and security in strife-plagued 
countries such as Libya and Iraq.

As mentioned earlier, there is 
no room for surprises. In Egypt, 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is ex-
pected to win re-election. The only 
question is how free the govern-
ment will allow the political debate 
to be during the campaign.

Even in a place like Tunisia, 
where there are guarantees of free 
and fair elections, the population’s 
mind is not necessarily focused on 
voting even if political parties are 
jockeying for seats. Local elections 
in Tunisia can be an indicator of 
what local democracy can look like, 
especially if Tunisian legislating 

manages to approve a legal text 
organising the elections.

Elections still do matter. They 
remain the best avenue to share 
power even in the tense environ-
ment found in the Middle East and 
North Africa. The alternative is 
open ethnic, sectarian and ideolog-
ical strife. Elections could be used 
to overcome sectarian cleavages 
in Iraq even when Iranian interfer-
ence there is a given.

Elections can give citizens a stake 
in the running of their own socie-
ties. Marginalised and disenfran-
chised citizens can be drawn to ex-
tremist movements. Elections offer 
a way for societies to discuss their 
present and future, away from the 
ill-fated democracy agendas such 
as those ill-advisedly pushed by the 
Bush and Obama administrations.

Elections are about building and 
reconstruction. They are about 
renewal — what the “Arab spring” 
was supposed to bring about. 
Unfortunately, that is not exactly 
what happened in most of the Arab 
world.  Elections could, however, 
bring a dose of relative stability to a 
region that badly needs it.
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It is evident that 
elections do not 
always yield 
greater democratic 
freedoms but they 
beat all alternative 
ways of managing 
a country.
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