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Namibians express confidence in elections,
but weakening trust in electoral commission
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Summary

On 27 November 2024, Namibians will head to the polls to choose a new president and a
new corps of parliamentarians in the country’s seventh election since independence. The
2024 general election is widely seen as a critical moment for the country’s democratic
development: During the previous election, in 2019, the ruling SWAPQO party lost its two-thirds
legislative majority for the first time since 1994, while the party’s presidential candidate, the
late President Hage Geingob, saw his share of the vote decline from 87% in 2014 to just 56%
(Smith & van Wyk, 2019).

The 2019 election was also marked by a variety of challenges, including the lack of a voter
verifiable paper audit trail, the loss of some electronic voting machines, limited
communication from the Electoral Commission of Namibia (ECN) about these issues,
questions about campaign financing, and low voter turnout, especially among young
people (Commonwealth, 2019).

While declining to nullify the election results, the Namibian Supreme Court in 2020 ruled that
the use of electronic voting machines without a voter verified paper audit trail is
unconstitutional, as a paper trail is indispensable to electoral fransparency, credibility, and
verifiability (Namibia, 2020). As a result, the 2024 election will return to manual ballot papers
(Ndeunyema, 2020).

To eliminate irregularities and start with a clean voter roll, all voters were required 1o re-
register for the 2024 election (Matheus, 2024), a process that has focused public attention -
and scepticism — on the ECN and added to the atmosphere of uncertainty as the election
approaches. The requirement has raised concerns about potential voter disenfranchisement,
particularly among rural and older voters who may find it difficult to access registration
centres.

The proper management of elections, including independent and impartial decisions by
electoral management bodies, is crucial for maintaining citizens' frust during sensitive periods
in a country's democracy. Electoral conflicts often arise when election management bodies
fail to earn or maintain public trust (Kotzé, 2023). Though elections are just one aspect of a
healthy democracy, their mismanagement can undermine public confidence in
representative government. Electoral management bodies thus play an essential role in
shaping perceptions of how well a democracy functions.

As they approach the 2024 polls, how do Namibians feel about elections and the ECN?2

Findings from Afrobarometer’'s Round 10 survey show that while most Namibians support
elections as the best way to choose their leaders, trust in the ECN has seen a significant
decline over the past decade. Even so, a majority of citizens believe that the country’s last
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election, in 2019, was largely free and fair, and most feel free to vote for their preference
without feeling pressured.

Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Eight survey rounds in up to 39 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
were launched in January 2024. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Namibia, led by Survey Warehouse, interviewed a nationally
representative sample of 1,200 adult Namibians in March 2024. A sample of this size yields
country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence
level. Previous surveys were conducted in Namibia in 1999, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017,
2019, and 2021.

Key findings

¥ Three-fourths (74%) of Namibians express a preference for electing the country’s

leaders through regular, open, and honest elections.

" But fewer than half (45%) of citizens say they trust the Electoral Commission of
Namibia (ECN), including just 16% who say they frust it “a lot.”
o The public’s trust in the ECN is down from a peak of 74% in 2014, a 29-percentage-
point decline over the past decade.
o Namibians’ frust in their electoral management body surpasses the Southern
African Development Community average of 41%.
o Namibians express greater trust in the ECN than in opposition political parties
(35%) and Parliament (37%) but less than in the army (56%), the police (56%), and
the courts (52%).
[

Two-thirds (66%) of respondents believe the last national election, held in 2019, was
largely free and fair.

o Citizens who trust the ECN are 11 percentage points more likely to see the 2019
election as generally free and fair than those who don't frust the ECN (72% vs.
61%).

Nine out of 10 Namibians (90%) say they feel free to vote for their preferred
candidates without feeling pressured.

Commitment to electoral democracy

Despite challenges during the 2019 election, most Namibians believe in elections as the best
way to choose their leaders. Three-fourths (74%) of survey respondents prefer regular, open,
and honest elections over other methods, with support rebounding from a dip to 65% in 2021
(Figure 1). Over the years, support for elections has fluctuated widely, from a low of 57% in
2008 to a high of 86% in 2002 and 2014.
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Figure 1: Preference for elections | Namibia | 2002-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?

Statement 1: We should choose our leaders in this country through regular, open, and honest elections.
Statement 2: Since elections sometimes produce bad results, we should adopt other methods for
choosing this country’s leaders.

Trust in the Electoral Commission of Namibia

While they support elections, Namibians are sceptical of their election-management body.
Fewer than half (45%) say they trust the ECN “somewhat” or “a lot,” while fully half (50%)
express “just a littfle” or no trust atf all (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Trust in the electoral commission | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: The Electoral Commission of Namibia?2
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Trust in the ECN has seen notable fluctuations over time (Figure 3). Trust levels rose from 41% in
2003 to 74% in 2014 but since then have dropped dramatically, hovering around 45% in the
past two survey rounds (2022 and 2024).

Figure 3: Trust in the electoral commission | Namibia | 2003-2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them fo say: The Electoral Commission of Namibia? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”)

ECN frust levels vary across different demographic groups (Figure 4). Citizens with primary
education or no formal education (50%) express greater trust than those with secondary or
post-secondary education (42%-44%), as do rural residents (50%) compared to urbanites
(40%). Age makes even more of a difference: Older respondents (54% of those aged 56 or
older) are 8-14 percentage points more likely to say they trust the ECN than younger
respondents (40%-46%). More than half (52%) of economically better-off citizens say they trust
the ECN, compared to 40%-43% of those experiencing moderate or high levels of lived
poverty.!

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any
question, for any country and survey round. It’s easy and
free at www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.

! Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Patel
(2022).

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2024 4



AFR¢
BAROMETER

Let the people have a say

Figure 4: Trust in the electoral commission | by demographic group | Namibia

| 2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: The Electoral Commission of Namibia?

Looking across the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region, Namibians’
trust level in their national electoral commission is slightly above the SADC average of 41%
(Figure 5). This places Namibia roughly on par with Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe,
each at 47%, and far above South Africa (28%). However, Namibia sfill falls significantly
behind Tanzania, which has the highest trust level in the region at 78%.
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Figure 5: Trust in the electoral commission | Southern Africa | 2021/2023
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say: Electoral Commission of Namibia? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”)

Compared to other key institutions in Namibia, the ECN fares considerably worse on public
frust than the army (56%), the police (56%), religious and traditional leaders (55% and 53%,
respectively), and the courts (52%) (Figure 6). Among institutions that the survey asked about,
only opposition political parties (35%), Parliament (37%), and nongovernment organisations
(41%), and the prime minister (40%) record lower levels of public trust.2

Figure 6: Trust in the electoral commission vs. other key institutions | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough
about them to say? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”)

2 The president is not included in this analysis because the survey was conducted shortly after the passing of
President Hage Geingob.
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Election quality

Public perceptions of Namibia’s last national election, in 2019, are predominantly positive:
Two-thirds (66%) of citizens say the election was “completely free and fair” or “free and fair
with minor problems” (Figure 7). Slightly more than one-fourth (28%) of respondents describe
the election as “not free and fair” or “free and fair with major problems.”

The view that the last election was largely free and fair is more common among rural than
urban residents (71% vs. 63%) and among older citizens than youth (77% vs. 59%) (Figure 8). It
increases with respondents’ economic status, ranging from 56% among the poorest to 73%
among the best-off.

Figure 7: How free and fair was the 2019 election? | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last
national election, held in 20192

Figure 8: 2019 election was free and fair | by demographic group | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last
national election, held in 20192 (% who say “free and fair with minor problems” or “completely free and
fair”)
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The perceived quadality of the 2019 election also varies depending on whether the respondent
considers the ECN frustworthy or not (Figure 9). Among citizens who trust the ECN
“somewhat” or “alot,” 72% see the election as having been largely free and fair. But among
those who don’t trust the ECN, only 61% describe the election as generally free and fair.

By the same token, respondents who see the 2019 election as having been largely free and
fair are more likely to trust the ECN (49%, vs. 32% among those who think the election was not
free and fair).

While these numbers do not indicate causal relationships, they suggest the possibility that
perceptions of high-quality elections and trust in the ECN might be mutually reinforcing.

Figure 9: 2019 election was free and fair | by trust in the ECN | Namibia | 2024
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Respondents were asked:
How much do you trust each of the following, or haven't you heard enough about them to say:
The Namibia Electoral Commission?
On the whole, how would you rate the freeness and fairness of the last national election, held in
20192 (% who say “free and fair with minor problems” or “completely free and fair”)

Voter freedom

Despite some doubts about the quality of their elections and the trustworthiness of their
electoral commission, Namibians overwhelmingly believe that they can choose whom to
vote for: Nine out of 10 respondents (90%) say they feel "“completely free” (74%) or
“somewhat free” (16%) to select their preferred candidates without feeling pressured (Figure
10).

Figure 10: Freedom to choose whom to vote for | Namibia | 2024
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Comparing Namibians' perceived voter freedom to that of its Southern African counterparts
reveals that Namibia ranks in the upper half, behind Tanzania and Zambia (both 97%) and
Botswana and Madagascar (both 93%) (Figure 11). Notably, Namibians feel freer than their
southern neighbours and former colonisers in South Africa (84%).

Figure 11: Freedom to choose whom to vote for | Southern Africa | 2021/2023
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Respondents were asked: In this country, how free are you to choose who to vote for without feeling
pressured? (% who say “somewhat free” or “completely free”)

Conclusion

As they approach an important election during a period of change and uncertainty,
Namibians express solid confidence in elections and in their freedom to vote their preference
without feeling pressured. But popular frust in the Electoral Commission of Namibia has
weakened dramatically over the past decade, a decline that could have dire implications
for electoral legitimacy if it is not reversed.
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