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Introduction 

As the morning light gently but persistently penetrated her bedroom, the Supervisor of Elections 
reluctantly opened her eyes.  With the new day came raw recollections of what had been the 
most difficult day of her career.  Today was March 13th, 2009 – the day after one of the most 
controversial elections in the Commonwealth Caribbean, and she had been at the helm.  She was 
awaking to find herself at the centre of a major fiasco which had caused the country grave 
embarrassment and had attracted unwelcome and uncomplimentary attention from the 
international community.  As reluctant as she was, the Supervisor recognized that she could 
delay no longer, it was time for her to get up and face the challenges that this new day would 
bring. 

As she hurriedly prepared to leave for the office, the Supervisor reflected on the events leading 
up to yesterday’s elections.  In order to ensure that nothing fell through the cracks, she had 
prepared a comprehensive checklist.  Nonetheless, despite her best efforts, the weeks preceding 
polling day had been plagued by a series of difficulties and mishaps.  Murphy’s Law appeared to 
reign supreme… 

Following the issuing of the writ of elections, her office had been besieged by citizens and 
residents demanding replacement voter identification cards.  Even as they sought to meet these 
unanticipated demands, the Commission struggled to assimilate the implications of recent 
changes to the constituency boundaries, execute a comprehensive public education campaign, 
train the polling officers, liaise with the international organizations which had been invited to 
observe the elections and generally maintain open communication with other stakeholders. 

The inherent challenges were exacerbated by partisan bickering which played out in the media.  
One of the most disturbing and persistent rumours was that the Commission would not be ready 
to conduct the elections.  The rumour had been fueled by comments made by one of the 
Commissioners.  In a desperate attempt at damage control, the Supervisor and the Chairman of 
the Electoral Commission had appeared on national television just days before the election to 
assure the public that all arrangements were on schedule for the March 12th elections.   

Then disaster struck! 

While the precise sequence of events remained to be determined, the reality was that on March 
12th, polling stations opened late in six of the seventeen constituencies.  In some cases, polling 
commenced as late as six hours after the scheduled time.  The media and political pundits shone 
the spotlight on this and other shortcomings of the electoral process.  Some commentators had 
gone as far as to challenge the legality of the process.   

As she navigated her vehicle through the gates of her office complex, the Supervisor of Elections 
braced herself to deal with the task ahead.  In the upcoming weeks and months, many would 
weigh in on what had transpired.  In her capacity as the official with the Constitutional 



 

responsibility for managing the country’s electoral process, she now had to ascertain what 
exactly went wrong with the 2009 general elections and how the Electoral Commission could 
regain the confidence of the local and international community.  Having assured the various 
Observer Missions that despite all the difficulties encountered during their preparations the 
Commission was ready for polling day, how could she explain what had finally transpired?  In 
order to do so, she concluded that she needed to distance herself emotionally and then impartially 
and critically review the sequence of events that led to yesterday’s fiasco. 

*** 

“The Electoral Commission made an error of judgment about its 
readiness in the days immediately preceding the election.” 

[Excerpt from the OAS’ Final Report on the 2009 General Elections in Antigua and Barbuda] 

*** 

Challenge 

Strategic thinking is one of the core responsibilities of the leadership within any organization.  
The public service is no exception.  Nonetheless, far too often senior civil servants spend most of 
their time handling routine transactions and administrative tasks dedicating little – if any – time 
to strategic planning and management.   

In his book A Sense of Urgency, Harvard professor John Kotter points out that it is essential for 
all employees to be aware of how their actions tie into organizational objectives.  When this vital 
link to the big picture is missing, officials can be well intentioned and work extremely hard 
without realizing the required level of efficiency or effectiveness. 

General elections are a fundamental tenet of a democratic society, and the Electoral Commission 
in Antigua and Barbuda is required to ensure that elections are executed effectively and 
efficiently.  Something went terribly wrong in the management of the 2009 general elections.  
This case focuses not on the elections themselves but rather on the planning and decision-making 
in the months and days preceding the elections. 

*** 

Strategy 

“The relationship between the ABEC1 and the Supervisor of Elections seemed to be resolved, 
with the Electoral Commission taking responsibility for the policy regarding the running of 
elections and the Supervisor taking responsibility for the administration and fulfillment of the 
requisites for the undertaking of successful elections.” 
                                                            
1 Antigua and Barbuda Electoral Commission 



 

[The Commonwealth Expert Team’s Report on the 2009 Elections in Antigua and Barbuda] 

Planning 

The principal planning tool utilized in the preparation for the elections was a checklist.  (See 
Appendix 1 for an excerpt of said checklist.)  While the activities are listed, task 
interdependencies and durations are not documented.  Therefore, it is not possible to utilize the 
checklist as the basis for preparing a critical path2.  Other variables not included in the checklist 
are task owners and due dates. 

Major Decisions Impacting the Elections 

Report from Boundaries’ Commission:  In February 2007, the Electoral Commission drew to the 
public’s attention longstanding anomalies which resulted in persons being registered in the 
incorrect constituencies.  The boundaries in a number of constituencies consist of imaginary lines 
across which communities and housing developments had intruded over time.  This created 
various anomalies which necessitated the re-drawing of certain boundaries.  That task was the 
legal responsibility of the Boundaries Commission and would need to be ratified by Parliament.  
At the time when the Electoral Commission raised the issue, there was no sitting Boundaries 
Commission.  

While the Boundaries Commission was appointed in the summer of 2007, its operation was 
affected by a number of factors including the Chairman’s grave illness.  As a result, the report 
was not completed until the end of June 2008.  It was then passed by Parliament in September 
and gazetted in December 2008.  The Commission was then required to complete the appropriate 
transfers in preparation for the next general elections which were constitutionally due in March 
2009 but could be held up to ninety days thereafter. 

Printing of replacement voter ID cards: Between November 2008 and February 15th, 2009 a total 
of 2,529 cards were printed.  The Prime Minister announced the date of the general elections on 
February 15th.  In the wake of that announcement 2,471 cards were printed between February 
16th and March 8th which was the date that the Commission originally established as the deadline 
for printing lost cards.  Due to a strong lobby from the political parties, that decision was 
subsequently amended so that the deadline for reporting lost or stolen cards was set at 6 p.m. on 
March 6th, while the deadline for collecting replacement cards was set as 6 p.m. on March 10th. 
First time registrants were given until 6 p.m. on March 11th to collect their cards. The data entry 
personnel subsequently took a decision (without the knowledge or approval of the Supervisor of 

                                                            
2Critical path is defined as the longest sequence of activities in a project plan which must be completed on time for the 
project to complete on due date. An activity on the critical path cannot be started until its predecessor activity is complete; 
if it is delayed for a day, the entire project will be delayed for a day unless the activity following the delayed activity is 
completed a day earlier. 
Read more: http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/critical-path.html#ixzz1tRlIogP7 



 

Elections)3 to extend the printing of the cards beyond the deadline issued by the Commission, 
and an additional 698 cards were printed between March 9th and 12th.4 

Printing of the photo register:  In its report on the conduct of the 2009 elections, the Antigua and 
Barbuda Electoral Commission described the printing of the Photo List as “conventionally the 
last task to be completed” and went on to indicate that there was a reasonable expectation that 
the task would have been completed by 3 a.m. on March 12th – i.e. 3 hours before the scheduled 
commencement of voting.   

While the said photo register was not required by law, the decision was taken to print the photo 
registers before the official Register of Elections.  The printing of the photo register began on 
March 11th – the day before the elections.  It was during that process that the machine 
malfunctioned and as a result, although the printing of the Photo List was eventually completed, 
no Register of Elections List was printed.  Therefore, of the seventeen (17) constituencies, only 
the polling stations in the sister island of Barbuda received the Register of Elections Lists, 
because they had been printed and sent to Barbuda, the day before.      

Response to the printer malfunction: At approximately 12:30 a.m. on March 12th, the Data 
Processing Manager discovered that the printer had malfunctioned.  There was no back-up plan 
in place for this eventuality.  However, she did not draw the matter to the attention of the 
Supervisor of Elections.  Rather she tried single-handedly to overcome the problem. 

The Supervisor of Elections became aware of the problem and the associated delay in completing 
the printing of the Photo List and the Register of Elections when the presiding officers arrived to 
collect the materials required for them to operate their stations.   Like the Data Processing 
Manager, the Supervisor opted not to escalate the matter.  Therefore, the Chairman of the 
Commission did not become aware of the problem until several hours after the polls were due to 
open. 

Decision to use the Photo List to the exclusion of the Register of Elections: Section 31 (3) of the 
Representation of the People (Amendment) Act 2002 expressly states that the Register of 
Elections must be present at each polling station.  Nonetheless, the Supervisor made a unilateral 
decision to replace the Register of Elections with the Photo List.5 That decision may have been 
influenced by the knowledge that the latter contains the same information as the Register and has 
the added benefit of a photograph of the registered elector.  Additionally, the photo lists were 
utilized in the 2004 elections. 

                                                            
3 Source: Author’s interview with the Supervisor of Elections. 
4 Source: Appendix H of a document titled “A Statement Issued by the Antigua and Barbuda Electoral Commission”.  
The appendix consists of a report on the late publication of the photo register and was written by the 
Commission’s Data Processing Manager.  
5 Source: Testimony given by the Supervisor of Elections before the Tribunal appointed in the wake of the March 
2009 elections to enquire into the conduct of certain members of the Electoral Commission and to determine if 
they ought to be removed 



 

 Implementation and Monitoring 

According to the checklist which was the principal management tool utilized to prepare for the 
elections, the printing of the Register of Elections was to completed “not later than seven (7) 
days after writ is issued”.  The Governor General signed the writ on February 20th.  Therefore, 
the legal requirement was for the Register to be published by February 27th.  According to 
evidence presented to the Tribunal, the Commission began to print the Register of Election to be 
published on the 27th February.  When it was printed, it was found to have errors in that some 
persons were placed in the wrong constituencies.  The Register therefore had to be corrected and 
reprinted. 

The work of the Boundaries Commission coupled with the printing of replacement cards delayed 
the printing of the ballot papers and the Register of Elections disaggregated by polling stations.  
The printing of the ballot papers was concluded at 9 p.m. on March 10th – i.e. less than 48 hours 
before polling was scheduled to begin.  Attention should then have turned to printing the Photo 
List and the disaggregated Register of Electors on March 11th – less than 24 hours before polling 
was scheduled to begin.  However, as previously stated, the Data Processing Manager decided to 
continue to print voter identification cards even though the cutoff period announced by the 
Chairman of the Electoral Commission had passed.  This decision, it is reported, was born out of 
the desire not to disenfranchise eligible voters. 

The great demand for printing proved too much for the printer, though new, and it finally 
malfunctioned while the Photo Lists were being printed and before the printing of the Register of 
Elections List – disaggregated for each Polling Station.   

Although this malfunction took place at approximately 12:30 a.m. on election day, the matter 
was not drawn to the attention of the Chairman of the Electoral Commission or any government 
officials outside of the Commission until members of the public raised the alarm when they 
showed up at polling stations to cast their votes only to find that many of the stations were not 
open to the public. The final report issued by the Organization of American States concluded that 
the Electoral Commission was slow to communicate to the affected polling stations the likely 
extent of the delay and to advise voters when it might be resolved. 

 

Outcomes 

Only one of the seventeen constituencies – namely Barbuda – had the Register of Elections on 
site as mandated by the Representation of the Peoples (Amendment) Act.  The other sixteen 
constituencies utilized the Photo List exclusively. While a useful tool, the Photo List has no legal 
validity. 



 

The Antigua Labour Party (ALP) filed election petition cases challenging the results of the 
elections in those constituencies where polling stations opened late and where the ALP lost the 
election to the incumbent United Progressive Party (UPP).  The petitions claimed that the late 
opening of the polls affected the election results. It would be almost two years before the 
petitions were resolved by a final ruling by the Eastern Caribbean Court of Appeal in October 
2010.  The Justices held that, while there had been breaches in the conduct of the elections, said 
breaches were not sufficient to invalidate the results of the elections. 

In the interim the UPP Administration appointed a tribunal to enquire inter alia whether there 
was a lack of requisite care and attention to duty on the part of some Electoral Commissioners in 
preparing for the 2009 general elections.  The Tribunal found that the “poor judgment” evident in 
the decision to utilize the Photo List to the exclusion of the legally required Register of Elections 
was made solely by the Supervisor of Elections without reference to members of the 
Commission. Therefore, despite the fact that legislation stipulates that the Commission shall be 
responsible for the general direction and control and supervision of the preparation of the voters’ 
register and the conduct of elections in every constituency and enforcing with respect to all 
election officer, fairness, impartiality and compliance with electoral law, it was found that the 
Commissioners could not be held liable for the actions of the Supervisor since she made no 
attempt to contact the Chairman, or any of the members of the Commission for directions as to 
what to do when faced with the dilemma of a malfunctioning printer.     

The Tribunal further found that there was no evidence that the Commissioners were aware on the 
eve of March 12th that they were not ready to administer the electoral process.  Therefore, it was 
stated that there was no basis for the Tribunal to conclude that the Commissioners were negligent 
or incompetent.  Since the Tribunal’s terms of reference did not cover the conduct of the 
Supervisor of Elections, there was no formal finding on her conduct. 

*** 

Discussion Questions 

1. How effective was the checklist as the primary planning tool for the successful staging of 
the elections? 
 

2. To what extent did the Commission exercise rational decision-making in preparing for the 
2009 elections? 
 

3. Were the actions of the leaders in the Electoral Commission characterized by a Sense of 
Urgency as defined by John Kotter?  How did the actions (or inactions) of the following 
affect the 2009 elections: 

a. Data Processing Manager? 
b. Supervisor of Elections? 



 

c. Electoral Commissioners? 
 

4. What are some of the other leadership challenges experienced by the Commission and how 
could those challenges have been mitigated? 

*** 


