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A.l.D. EVALUATION SUMMARY - PART I

SUMMARY
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' Final Evaluation of the Improved
Panama November 14, 1994 |gjectoral Administration Project(525-
U317

The Improved Electoral Administration Project (525-0317) was signed by USAID/Panama in
September 1992 to provide continuing institutional strengthening support to the Electoral Tribunal and
to support free, fair, and open general elections in May 1994, A key overall indicator of success of
the Project was to be the conduct of the 1994 general elections and acceptance of their results by the
Panamanian public and international observers,

At the time the Project was signed, the Flectoral Tribunal was attempting to recover from a total loss
of public confidence with the annulment of the 1989 elections. Under new Magistrates after 1990,
the Electoral Tribunal demonstrated progress in regaining public confidence as well as capability to
carry out its functions on a limited scale in the partial elections of January 1991 and the
Constitutional Refercndum of 1992, But a diagnostic study completed in 1992 identified institutional
constraints that would inhibit the Electoral Tribunal from effectively complying with ‘its
responsibilities during a full-scale electoral process such as the 1994 elections. To address these
constraints, the Improved Electoral Administration Project provided technical and commodity
assistance to the Electoral Tribunal for cleaising and updating the civil and electoral registries, for
developing and installing an improved information technology system, and for supporting a civic
education/voter motivation campaign. .

With the approach of the Project’s completion in December 1994, USA1D/Panama contracted for this
fina! evaluation to evaluate the progress achieved and identify lessons leamed. A three person team
spent two and a half weeks in Panama in October 1994 reviewing documents and interviewing key
participants from the Electoral Tribunal, implementing organizations, USAID/Panama, and the U.S.
Embassy. Two members of the team traveled to Costa Rica for two days to talk with additional
participants in the project, and the third member traveled to the interior of Panama to visit Provincial
Electoral Tribunal offices.

The evaluation team found that the Project was notably successful in meeting its objectives. By all
possible measures, the 1994 elections were a surprising success. Former President Jimmy Corter and
members of his intemational obscrver delegation called the elections the cleanest and most transparent
they had witnessed in Latin America. Voter participation was high, violence was non-existent, there
were no complaints of error or fraud, unofficial results were reported rapidly, and results were
accepted immediately by the candidates who all conceded to the winner by early the following day.

The role played by the Electoral Tribunal was critical to this successful election rnd would not have
been possible without Project assistance. Significant accomplishments under the Project in
strengthening the Electoral Tribunal’s institutional capacity included an improved information
technology system, strengthening of the planning and training functions, and improved accuracy of
the civil and clectoral registries. A further major contribution to the successful election was

the voter motivation and education campaign. This aggressive, creative, and effeztively managed
campaign had a significant impact on raising voler registration and encouraging voter participation
in the elections. '
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Factors contributing to Project success which should be considered for replication include:

The purpose of the Project was to provide continuing institutional strengthening support to the Electoral
Tribunal of Panama and to support free, fair, and open general elections in May 1994. ‘This end of project
evaluation was contracted by USAID/Panama to evaluate progress achieved and identify lessons leamed.
A three person team reviewed documents and interviewed key participants in the Project in Panama and
Costa Rica. The major findings and recommendations are:

. The Project was notably successful in meeting its objectives. By all possible measures, the 1994
elections were a surprising success.

. The role played by the Electoral Tribunal was critical to this successful election and would not
have been possible without Project assistance. Siguificant accomplishments included an improved
information technology system, improved accuracy of the civil and electoral registries, and an
effectively managed voter motivation and education campaign. '

. Further institutional strenghtening of the Electoral Tribunal is needed and some specific steps are

. Sense of mission and commitment from the outsct was of paramount importance.
. Coordination at all levels was generally very effective,
. Building confidence in the Electoral Tribunal and the civil and electoral registries was crucial.
. Improved information technology played a key role.
. Assistance was professional, competent, and timely.
. Flexibility was an important key to success.
d Exchanges with Electoral Tribunal personnel from other countries were very helpful.
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SUMM A LY (Conlinued)

While significant advances were made by the Electoral Tribunal, pressures generated by the 1994
electoral process prevented further institutional improvement efforts that the Electoral Tribunal itself
recognized as necessary. Now is the time to teke advantage of the post-election respite to consolidate
advances made and move ahead with additional efforts needed. Based on its findings, the Team
suggested some specific steps including: (1) to complete and implement a reorganization plan; (2) to
develop a plan for continuous updating of the civil registry; (3) to initiate legislative proposals for
reforms needsd in the Electoral Code; (4) to record, evaluate, and utilize experience gained in the 1994
elections; and (5) to improve coordination among regional directors at the provincial level and involve
them more in planning at the national level.

Factors which contributed to the Project's accomplishments suggest some lessons leamed that could
usefully be taken into consideration in the design and management of future programs to improve
electoral administration.

« Sense of mission and commitment from the outset was of paramount importance

The Project responded to and benefitted from an atmosphere of high commitment to holding free, fair,
and open elections in 1994 that was shared by President Endara, the Electoral Tribunal Magistrates
and their staff, the political parties, and the citizenry. To a considerable extent, accomplishments and
success of the Project were due to this very favorable atmosphere and the ability of Project
implementors to take advantage of it.

¢ Coordination at all levels was generally very effective

Also striking was the teamwork that prevailed throughout the electoral process. Good cooperation
existed at all levels. Relations within the Electoral Tribunal, with and among the impleinenting
organizations, and with USAID/Panama were excelient and greatly facilitated achievement of Project

objectives.

 Building confidence in the Elcctoral Tribuna! and the civil and electoral repistrics was crucial

Trust of the Panamanian people in the electoral registry was key to gaining trust in the Electoral
Tribunal generally, But studies had shown there were many deficiencies in the electoral registry and
the civil registry on which it depends. Cleansing the registrics therefore became a central objective.
The approach taken to seek actively to involve the citizens in the process not only got the public
involved in actually helping with the cleansing process but also helped build public confidence in the
resulting electoral registry. The many imaginative ways (the publicity cempaign, kiosks, fairs, tce

. shirts, use of telephone and other bills) by which the Electoral Tribunal involved the public were a

major factor in the successful election and undoubtedly could be usefully replicated elsewhere.

 lmproved information technolopy played a key role

USAID/W/IRM contributed significantly to the information technology improvements which, in turn,
led to the improvements in the civil and electoral registries, the identity card system, and the election
day support systems. The USAID/W/IRM advisor was not limited to just approving the equipment
to be ordered but was brought in at the planning stage and was able thereby to make a more effective
contribution. The lesson suggested here is that for a project of this nature, in which information
technology plays such an important role, USAID/W/IRM rcsources should be called upon not just for
approval of the equipment list but for planning and development of the system as well.
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SUMMARY {Conlinuod)

* Assistance was professional, competent, and timely

Assistance was universally praised by everyone the evaluation team interviewed as having been competent
and timely. Also, not only did the advisors bring their own expertise but they were able to respond to the
receptive environment and committed Panamanians with whom they worked. They ail felt part of a team
effort and sought ways to coordinate their inputs for greater total impact. This sort of attitude and approach
on the part of extenal advisors shouid be replicated wherever possible.

* Flexibility was an important key to success

‘The Project was refocuscd shortly alter the Project was signed because the Referendum in November 1992
showed that deficiencies in the electoral registry were more serious than originally thought, No amount of
planning at the Project design stage could have revealed the extent of these deficiencies. Project success
was due in part to USAID/Panama and the Electoral Tribunal being prepared tc be flexible in reallocating
resources, USAID/Panama also demonstrated flexibility in (1) choosing for cost saving and efliciency
reasons to use the Fundacion Cruzada Civilista Nacional/Centro Pro-Democracia (FCCN/CPD) mechanism
for a portion of the technical assistance instead cf going entirely with Centro de Asesoria y Promocion

Electoral (CAPEL) as originally planned, and (2) using dircct USAID/Panuma rather than host country
procurement to side step the conflict between the Contraloria*and the Electoral Tribunal,

¢ Exchanges with Electoral Tribunal personnel from other countries were very helpful

CAPEL deserves credit for stimulating such exchanges. They bring peer pressure which adds to motivation.
They facilitate cross fertilization of ideas. For example, Panama used to very positive effect the Cuerpo
de Delegados concept developed in Costa Rica. To the extent such exchanges are among Latin Americans,
i.e. South-South dialogue, as the former director of the Instituto Interamericano de Derechos Humanos
(/IDH) characterized them, they have more credibility and impact than exchanges just with Northem

democracies.
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