The DRC Elections: APPG Monitoring Report
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The All Party Parliamentary Group on the Great Lakes Region of Africa (APPG) organised monitoring missions to both rounds of the historic 2006 elections in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). This report sets out their findings on both the elections and other issues facing the DRC.  The key findings included: 

Elections

( The bottom-line conclusion of both missions was that in the areas where the APPG was present the election process was fundamentally sound. There were concerns over a number of procedural issues in the July ballot especially, but these concerns were relatively minor with the exception of a number of organisational issues with the compilation centres in the first round, and these were such that they would have been serious primarily if it became necessary to reconstruct individual results from poorly-archived ballot papers. Nothing was observed that could be construed as deliberate fraud, and the many of the problems that did occur appeared to have been addressed by the second round. Overall, the observers were deeply struck by the dedication of voters and election staff and the concern shown for the proper conduct of the vote. The APPG congratulates the Congolese people on a remarkable and historic achievement.  

Other issues

( During both monitoring missions the APPG had a substantial number of meetings and site visits outside of the election process. Among the most important issues raised were:

· The elections are only one element of democratic accountability. It is essential that the same dedication, concern, and international engagement be applied to all aspects of democratic governance. In particular, the UK should support the DRC parliament, civil society and justice system, and put in place capacity-building measures.  

· The enormous humanitarian and developmental challenge facing the country remains almost untouched after the transition. International engagement should strengthen rather than diminish under the new government. Similarly, there should be no over-hasty winding down of the MONUC mission. 

· The importance of disarmament and security sector reform. 

· The need to improve governance and tackle corruption, especially in relation to natural resources (including both minerals and the Congo basin forests). Foreign investment must be encouraged, but it must benefit the Congolese people. 

· The especially vulnerable position of women and children, including street children. 

The APPG wishes to express its thanks to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and to Christian Aid for their funding and support for the monitoring mission, and especially to the staff members who worked tirelessly to facilitate the observation work and other visits and meetings.  We would also like to thank Christian Aid, War Child, Save the Children, War Child, Tearfund and Oxfam for facilitating project visits in Kinshasa, Bas Congo, and Maniema. 

2. ELECTION OBSERVATION

2.1 APPG delegations 

The APPG arranged for a total of 5 MPs from its membership to monitor the presidential and legislative elections of July 30, 2006. The delegation consisted of two groups. MPs Eric Joyce (Labour, the APPG chair), Hugh Bayley (Labour), and John Bercow (Conservative) observed under the aegis of the British Embassy. Jeremy Corbyn MP (Labour) and Judy Mallaber MP (Labour), with the APPG coordinator Stephen Carter, joined the mission of the European NGO Network on Central Africa (EURAC) under the aegis of Christian Aid. EURAC itself functioned within the framework of the Cadre de Concertation de la Société Civile pour l’Observation des Élections – the Civil Society Coordination Framework for Election Observation (CDCE), a joint Congolese and international NGO initiative. Chris Mullin MP (Labour), although a member of the APPG, observed the elections with Embassy staff in his capacity as official UK government envoy. 

The three MPs observing with the Embassy visited polling stations around Kinshasa. Jeremy Corbyn MP and Judy Mallaber MP travelled with Christian Aid to the province of Bas Congo, where they observed in the countryside around the town of Mbanza-Ngugu. Both groups of observers received thorough briefings on the elections and training for their role as observers from UNOPS after their arrival in Kinshasa. In addition, UK Embassy staff also gave a security and political briefing to all the participants. 

For the provincial and second-round presidential elections of October 29, 2006, the APPG delegation consisted of 4 MPs and one peer, similarly split unto two groups. MPs Quentin Davies (Conservative) Lyn Brown (Labour) and David Chaytor (Labour) observed with the UK embassy; Judy Mallaber MP (Labour) and Lord David Lea of Crondall (Labour), with the APPG coordinator, observed with Christian Aid. Vera Baird MP kindly agreed to join the APPG delegation, although as a Minister of State within the Department for Constitutional Affairs she was not a member of the Group, and she observed in Kinshasa with the others of embassy party. Of the Christian Aid Group, Judy Mallaber and Stephen Carter observed in Maniema province in eastern Congo; Lord Lea was due to join them but was forced to remain in Kinshasa due to unforeseen changes in MONUC flight plans. 

2.2 First round observations
Bas Congo The Bas Congo team travelled with local Christian Aid staff to the town of Mbanza-Ngugu by car on July 29. A Burundian member of the CDCE mission also travelled with the group. The group had an initial meeting with local NGOs (coordinated by N’Sumbu Badika, the head of BRACUD, a development NGO) to be briefed on local conditions and discuss plans for election day itself. The decision was taken to split into two teams, each with a single vehicle. On election day the teams visited a combined total of 13 polling stations. Each group observed both the opening of polling and the count at their respective starting stations. 

The start of the poll was delayed at both the stations observed by less than an hour. Once voting began there was a certain amount of uncertainty in some polling stations over specific matters like the precise procedure for dealing with illiterate voters, but these problems were minor and it is difficult to believe they could have affected the overall integrity of the vote. In general election staff appeared well-trained and there was an exemplary dedication to the process. There were national observers and/or witnesses in every bureau visited. 

Turnout overall was good, with large queues in the morning; at some polling stations the crowd was allowed to press up to the entrance to the polling station. Elsewhere police did a better job of controlling the crowds; nowhere was any intimidation or other inappropriate behaviour of note observed. 

Counting of results was done with great thoroughness. Partly because of this, it took a very long time: the APPG teams returned to base towards midnight but at this stage much of the counting remained to do. One of the principle points that was noted was the less-than-ideal provision for illumination, with a single lamp for each bureau. Of even greater concern was the apparent lack of any provision for food or water for the election staff, many of whom had been at work since early morning.  

The APPG teams observed the compilation of results on the two days following the vote. It was noted that some election materials arrived at the centre accompanied by police who rode in the same vehicle. Once the ballot papers and results sheets arrived, it took some time before compilation operations could begin, and when they did the pace was slow (though it must be said also very thorough). 

A more serious point of concern was the treatment of the election materials, which were dumped in the yard in apparent disorganisation. This was partly a matter of appearances, but overall there appeared to be substantial shortcomings in arrangements for archiving the ballot papers and other materials. However, there was no sign that these problems were such as to affect the integrity of the compilation process itself. 

Kinshasa In Kinshasa the APPG teams similarly reported high turnout and relatively minor problems of procedure. There was considerable difficulty caused by the sheer size of the ballot paper and the hundreds of candidates voters had to choose among; queues were long. At one polling station there was an altercation but the offending man was refused entry and indeed sent to the back of the line. Counting took even longer than in Bas-Congo, though again observers did not stay until the end of the process. While Kinshasa was seen as a more likely trouble-spot than Bas-Congo, there were no security incidents of great note. 

The greatest concerns of the observers related to the compilation. This was seen to have dangerous, though not deliberate, deficiencies in organisation. At the main Kinshasa compilation centre several rooms were literally stacked full of used election materials; it clear to the APPG that retracing results on the basis of the ballots from individual voting offices would have been virtually impossible. The same problems were not however seen with the records from the polling stations. There were some complaints from the party witnesses about access to the compilation centres, but there seem to have been for genuine issues of over-crowding. 

2.3 Second round observations

Maniema Judy Mallaber MP and Stephen Carter travelled from Kinshasa to Kindu via Kisangani on October 27, courtesy of MONUC. They met with the local MONUC head of office and other officials and were briefed with approximately a dozen other international observers. The presence of the APPG mission was made possible thanks to the coordination and unstinting support of the local Christian Aid office, headed by Pascal Bushiri. Much help was also given by N’sumbu Badika of BRACUD (who accompanied the APPG) and Annie Faray, director of the COLFADHEMA health and education NGO and the local head of PACO (the Projet d’Appui à la Coordination des Observateurs – the Project to Support the Coordination of Observers). 
As all other international observers intended to remain within the immediate vicinity of Kindu town, the decision was taken to observe as far as possible in rural areas. The roughly 105km road from Kindu to Kalima was selected as an appropriate route, with opportunities for an NGO site visit and the possibility of accommodation in Kalima through a Christian Aid contact. This however necessitated crossing the Congo river at a time – shortly after the end of the dry season – when low water meant none of the usual ferry barges were able to make the passage. With typical Congolese ingenuity a solution was found: the mission’s vehicle was loaded onto two large pirogue canoes lashed together and mounted with boards, and taken across. The members of the delegation negotiated the provision of a third pirogue to make their own crossing, both for safety reasons and to provide the best view of the jeep when it sank. 

With the jeep safely across the river, the delegation successfully observed around a dozen polling stations – with a few exceptions, every one between Kindu and Kalima. The delegation had in fact observed the opening of proceedings in Kindu, to allow their driver to vote at his polling station before setting off. In addition, a detour was made to a single polling station some 9kms off the main road. This last was good for around 40kms, and then deteriorated markedly. 

There were few significant problems to report. Many of the lessons of the previous round appeared to have been learned. In particular, the decision to distribute copies of the individual voting bureau result sheets to witnesses and observers was in the view of the APPG critical to the credibility of the results, making it much more difficult for differences to emerge. National observers and witnesses present in the polling stations had very few complaints. It was encouraging that a representative of both the Bemba and Kabila blocs was present in every voting office visited. One issue that still arose was the care of polling station staff, a number of whom approached the observers to ask for food and water. However, one head of a polling station explained that staff had been given a stipend in advance to pay for food. 

According to local election officials, the turnout was slightly lower than in the first round, although an unscientific survey of polling stations recorded turnout of between 65% and 90% – with staff at one station reported virtually every person on their list had voted.  

The count was observed at Kalima. It proceeded considerably faster than the counts observed in the first round. There was a similar degree of care taken, and the delegation saw little that could be a cause for concern. However, to reach their accommodation for the night, the delegation left at around 2145 – after the completion of the presidential count but before the completion of the provincial count. Compilation had not begun by 1130 the next morning, when the delegation set off back to Kindu, and was therefore not observed. . 

Kinshasa The Kinshasa team operated in and around the city, moving about by car. The start of the observation was delayed for several hours by torrential rain, which also seemed to have a significant impact on turnout. Typically more than 10 polling stations were visited by each member. The observers reported concerns over basic conditions which they thought might compromise the secrecy of the ballot, and there were a few minor irregularities and incidents of confusion and misunderstanding – for example differences in the notices posted outside the polling station advising people on how to vote and a lack of consistency in the way the results of the count were posted at the station. But the observers reported no evidence of fraud, dishonesty or intimidation; despite having a high visible presence only one complaint was received from all the voters they met with. (That person complained that one of the party observers has interfered with the voting process.) Conversations with EU and other observers revealed a similar picture. Several of the APPG delegation remarked on the moving experience of seeing people voting perhaps for the first time in their life and the conscientiousness with which both voters and staff approached the whole process. 

Compilation, observed on the day following the election, was slightly more problematic. Quentin Davies raised concerns that the national compilation system – whereby the results from individual polling stations were recorded by hand and then sent in writing to the compilation centre – was cumbersome and inefficient. He observed many piles of such results at the compilation centre and was concerned that should someone want to rig an election such a system made this easier. He was however careful to add that he observed nothing improper during his observation of the compilation process. His view was that a better system would be a process similar to that used in the UK – if a way could be found to securely transmit polling station results to a central system and display them for observers to view, the results could be immediate and transparent, available in a matter of hours rather than the weeks allotted to the electoral commission.

Neither the first nor the second round campaigns were observed while they were in progress, as the APPG delegations arrived after the official end of the campaign period. However, based on his conversations with people at the polling stations and his general impressions, Quentin Davies in particular noted a high degree of cynicism about politics and politicians. Candidates at both national and local levels didn’t seem to have coherent policies on issues such as jobs, the economy, and other issues: rather their platform was an appeal purely to the politics of nationalism and identity. 

3. OTHER OBSERVATIONS

In addition to their work around the elections, members of the APPG were able to meet with officials, NGO workers, and others, and visit projects run by Christian Aid, Warchild, Tearfund, Oxfam, and Save the Children (often through local partners). These activities gave a direct and highly valuable insight into some of the most pressing issues facing the country. Among the most important were:

3.1 The need for democratic accountability The elections are only one element of democracy. It was clear from the monitoring mission the importance of the other pillars of accountability – in particular the parliament, judiciary, and civil society – being able to act effectively. The UK is in a strong position to take a lead with political and material support in these areas. 

The APPG met with a variety of local civil society organisations in Kinshasa, Mbanza-Ngugu, and Kindu, at meetings facilitated by Christian Aid and its partner organisations. Among them were BRACUD, Fondation Femme Plus, Centre Lokole/Search for Common Ground, EURAC, CENADEP, SERACOB, the Secretary General of one of the country’s trade union groups, and a considerable number of other civil society and development organisations. Organisations like these have played a substantial role in the elections and civic education and will be a significant element of accountability. It is important that efforts to create a democratic culture be supported – especially as a substantial number of NGO leaders were co-opted from their organisations by the political parties to stand in the elections.

The tolerance of the government for independent opposition is uncertain. Marie-Therese N’Landu, a former presidential candidate with links to Jean-Pierre Bemba, was arrested shortly before the final confirmation of Kabila’s victory, and she is considered a prisoner of conscience by Amnesty International. Hundreds of street children thought to be sympathetic to Bemba have also been deported from Kinshasa to Katanga.

3.2 The scale of the humanitarian and development challenge. The elections, successful though they have been, have left essentially untouched the enormous problems facing the Congo. It is critical that the international community maintain and increase its engagement, in particular by supporting the implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strategic Paper (PRSP) drawn up by the government in collaboration with international partners. This was a message reiterated by a number of Congolese NGOs, particular during the Christian Aid-facilitated meeting in Kindu.

An excellent illustration of the development challenge was provided in Maniema. Judy Mallaber MP travelled by motorbike to visit a small village around 7 kilometres down a narrow track from the main Kindu-Kalima road. Poor transport infrastructure is a major brake on development and trade in the region. The women in the village described the problems they faced in educating their children, with the nearest school too far for six-year olds to walk to. A micro-credit scheme supported by a Christian Aid partner organisation was allowing women to buy goats to raise the money for school fees and other expenses. But there is minimal access to health care: around one in five children die before their fifth birthday. One woman had buried her child a few days before. 

In Kindu itself the APPG visited an HIV/AIDS project – also supported by Christian Aid – and the town hospital. Annie Faray, the local had of PACO, said that until a recent support programme from the British charity MERLIN was put in place (with DFID funding), the hospital had few drugs and little capacity to help patients.  

Given the scale of both the humanitarian and the political challenge facing the DRC, a precipitate winding-down of MONUC could be very dangerous. While it is an expensive operation, it has been vital in delivering a stable transition. A reduction of the mission should take place only as circumstances allow.  

3.3 Security Sector Reform This was a particular theme of discussions and briefings with NGOs and others during the missions; members of the APPG also met with General Joana, the head of EUSEC, the European Union Security Coordination mission to the DRC. The failure to properly integrate former militias and rebel groups or to form a disciplined military capable of maintaining peace is a serious risk to the stability of the country: the national army is currently as much of a risk to civilians as the few remaining rebel groups. Political will from the Congolese is also a major issue but with the end of the election process there is no excuse to delay integration of the militias and the reduction of the over-sized Presidential Guard.

The need for SSR is generally acknowledged (not least by the UK government), but this has not been matched by adequate international funding or above all coordination. There is a clear need for a body to coordinate security sector reform. The UN is one candidate; EUSEC is another organisation that is favoured by a number of observers (though it would need to be significantly expanded and reformed).
3.4 Governance and corruption A number of observers remarked on the daunting scale of the corruption problem in the DRC – Quentin Davies’ experience of twice being stopped by soldiers in Kinshasa asking for bribes was typical. At a higher level corruption has the potential to undermine any chance of progress and political stability in the country. 

The Congo’s natural resource wealth is a particular source of concern. In the past it has fuelled epic corruption, state collapse and conflict: the better regulation of the sector is a strategic rather than simply a development issue. With a new government due to start work, there is likely to be an increase in natural resource activity; in theory, there will also be a programme of reform, but very little concrete action has been taken so far. Political will on the Congolese side will again be essential, but there are measures that can help on the UK, international, and Congolese levels. The UK should take a lead in supporting reform and in generating the coordinated international engagement to ensure it succeeds. Such reform must cover the whole sector, including in particular the forests – the future of the Congo basin rainforest is of global importance.  

3.5 Women and children have been left in an especially vulnerable position by the years of conflict and poverty. In Kinshasa the APPG visited the headquarters of Fondation Femme Plus, an NGO established to provide support for HIV-positive women. They have established a popular telephone advice line and help women who have been abandoned by their partners – the APPG met some of them at the centre. In the east especially an epidemic of violence against women has contributed to the spread of HIV. 

Members of the APPG visited Warchild and Oxfam projects for street children and heard some of their stories directly. There is a huge need for measures to help these children, one of the most vulnerable and deprived groups in the Congo, and a visible legacy of decades of under-development and conflict. Since the polls, several hundred street children – accused by the government of involvement in unrest in support of Jean-Pierre Bemba – are reported to have been deported to Katanga. 

Many of the street children have been accused at some stage of involvement in witchcraft. Members of the APPG met with local pastors who had been involved in a programme run by Save the Children to sensitise them to the abuses perpetrated in the name of unmasking and exorcising so-called child witches. The effort to change attitudes towards these practices will need to be maintained over a long period to bring country-wide results. 

One issue that was particularly highlighted was the need for free, and eventually universal, primary education. While there are many practical obstacles to overcome, there was little disagreement on the importance of the goal.  

4. CONCLUSION

The APPG was privileged to be present in the Congo at a historic moment in its history. The spectacle of thousands of people taking part in the democratic process – and the fact that the outcome of that process for all its flaws was able to represent the will of the Congolese people – will always be a counter to the pessimistic perception that there is nothing that can be done to change the direction of failing states such as the DRC was before the transition. 

But optimism about the future of the DRC should also be tempered. The challenges the country faces – political, economic, environmental, and developmental – are enormous. If there is one message to be taken from the APPG’s experience in the DRC, it is that the elections are the beginning of the struggle rather than the end.  

ANNEXE: Selected articles by monitoring mission members

Voting is only the start

Hugh Bayley, New Statesman, 14 August 2006 (www.newstatesman.com/world/200608140020) 

Simon Ngoma came to Britain to escape Congo's civil wars, in which four million died, and worked as a warehouse supervisor for Bosch in west London. Then, in 2004, encouraged by the stability of President Joseph Kabila's transitional government, he went home to Kinshasa, where he is now making money importing milk powder from Lithuania.

Ngoma did not vote for Kabila in the recent election. On polling day, 30 July, he worked for Kabila's main rival, Jean-Pierre Bemba, a vice-president in the transitional government and leader of the Mouvement de Libération du Congo.

Ngoma travelled around, monitoring the voting, and then watched as ballots were counted through the night at the polling stations where they had been cast. "The polling stations got the result exactly," he said. "All the parties were there so they know this is true." Foreign observers and local NGOs agree. There was some malpractice and violence, but the Electoral Institute of Southern Africa's 2,000 monitors reported only 30 problems at 50,000 polling stations nationwide.

Counting the votes, though, was no small matter. The Kinshasa ballot paper ran to seven poster-sized pages, listing the names and photographs of the 885 candidates for the capital's 58 parliamentary seats. Working by candlelight, weary and hungry election officials took two minutes on average to find and confirm the cross on each ballot paper; after that they had to tally the votes for each candidate and fill in the election commission's complicated returns.

But it was at the next stage that the problems really began. The results had to be sent under police escort to the Independent Electoral Commission's compilation centres to be checked and the figures entered into computers, a task that overwhelmed both the electoral commission and its United Nations truck drivers.

Each polling station produced half a dozen boxes or bin bags of paper, which were duly put in the back of a truck to be taken to the local centre. But by the time each vehicle had reached its destination, the results from the different polling stations were all mixed up and the trucks looked as if they were carrying refuse rather than precious election results.

In Kinshasa, the material was piled on the ground outside the compilation centre, where order was not easily restored. By the third day, the gym-sized halls were three metres deep in boxes and bags, and officials were searching desperately for result sheets. By the end of that day only 200 of the 2,000 sheets had been registered, and just four results checked and recorded on the computers. By day four only 44 results had been confirmed. "The election officials are not really coping," said Ngoma.

In other parts of the country things seemed to go better. There were fewer candidates, and so fewer ballot papers. And as the polling stations were more spread out, results arrived more gradually at the compilation centres.

In the capital, the electoral commission ought to be able to compile enough results to identify the two front-runners in the presidential race for the French-style run-off ballot on 29 October. Whether it manages to capture reliable results for the National Assembly is an open question.

But democracy has made a start. This was the first free election in Congo for more than 40 years. In a country where average life expectancy is just 42 years, that is a lifetime, and on polling day the Congolese queued up to vote.

Abused in the past by their Belgian colonial masters and treated no better by their rulers since independence, they knew their vote was precious because it gave them power. This election looked and felt like the first free election in South Africa a decade ago. Like that election, it could change things.

The Congolese people rose to the challenge. Now their leaders must do the same. 

Hugh Bayley MP is chair of the Africa all-party parliamentary group
Out of the Darkness?  

Jeremy Corbyn MP, Morning Star, August 8, 2006  (www.morningstaronline.co.uk)

THE Democratic Republic of the Congo is hard to get your head around. If one were to superimpose the country over a map of Europe, its land area would extend from France¹s Atlantic coast to Moscow.

Its population is probably around 60 million, but no reliable census has been done for a very long time. It is certainly young and dirt poor, with most Congolese living on less than $1 a day and many on much less.

It is difficult to measure illiteracy rates, but it has been estimated at well over 60 per cent.

On July 30, the people of the DRC went to the polls in elections designed to break the deadlock and produce a government with popular legitimacy.

I was invited as an international election observer with local civil society groups and was sent to the southernmost region Bas Congo, near the mouth of the Congo River.

The country¹s history formed a bloody backdrop to the first elections in 45 years. Years of wars have killed three million people, the greatest loss of life in any conflict in the last two decades and the cause of enormous social and physical disruption to the whole society.

Amid all this misery and poverty lies an indomitable spirit, a culture of survival and huge mineral wealth which has been systematically creamed off for the benefit of both the fabulously wealthy local elite and international mining companies.

A glance further back into the country¹s history will reveal a unbelievably brutal past, even by the standards of African colonisation. Belgian King Leopold claimed the country at the infamous Congress of Berlin in 1884. The unspeakable cruelty of settlers and traders was recorded in Joseph Conrad¹s Heart of Darkness and was exposed by brave souls like Roger Casement.

The Belgians were very slow to recognise that independence would have to come. When it arrived suddenly in 1961, the colonialists left en masse and took the national coffers with them.

The newly elected government of revered Patrice Lamumba lasted a few months before he was assassinated and the country eventually fell into the hands of US ally, dictator Joseph Mobutu.

At the end of the Cold War, his value to Washington diminished and he died in exile as the country descended into war.

At its height, the conflict involved regular and irregular forces from most of the Democratic Republic of Congo’s neighbours. South Africa did its best to try to resolve the situation and backed the transitional government of Joseph Kabila, son of assassinated president Laurent Kabila, whose vice-presidents were drawn from the warring factions.

July’s elections were a completely novel experience for most of the population. There had been a massive registration push in the run-up to the election, producing a electoral roll of 25 million. There was one polling station for every 650 voters across most of the country.

The votes were being cast for a ballot paper containing 33 presidential candidates and 9,000 hopefuls for the 500 legislative assembly seats. In multi-member constituencies in the capital Kinshasa, there were so many candidates that the ballot paper ran to a whopping six pages.

The elections have raised huge expectations among the poorest people.

For many people in the country¹s remote villages, where economic activity is based on growing enough to live off, the government¹s role is not very obvious.

The main source of education comes from the church. There are only 300 miles of paved road in the whole country and there is no effective public health or social security system. Charities and aid agencies play an important role.

Kinshasa is an extensive city originally planned as a grand capital. It is teeming with people displaced by the war in the east who lack adequate sanitation. Malaria and other water-related illness are commonplace.

Tens of thousands of orphaned children try to survive by their wits and any charity aid that they can find.

To compound the problems, public workers are rarely paid. The police and army collect their income from the public and teachers charge parents in order to live.

I spent polling day in the company of observers from Burundi and the DRC itself. We drove 110 miles on dirt roads to visit polling stations in small villages in the area. We were impressed by the huge queues of voters, mostly women, who assembled at 5am and took part in the process enthusiastically.

The staff were meticulous in their attention to detail and regulations and were also endlessly patient with illiterate and poor-sighted voters who clearly found the whole process confusing.

To try to cut down on fraud, the votes were counted at the polling stations immediately after the ballots closed at 5pm. This threw up problems for staff, who had had no food or refreshments all day and were trying to identify votes by lamp and candlelight, without electricity.

The counting took most of the night. The results and ballot papers were taken to regional centres. While a brave effort, the lack of vehicles and roads meant that this took a long time and ballot papers were often in a poor state. A recount, if called for, would be impossible.

Warehouses at regional centres in Kinshasa were piled high with a confused mass of ballot papers. The electoral commission¹s inefficiency left staff unpaid and provoked the burning of tyres around the buildings.

The commission has promised a result by August 20. In the meantime, tensions are running high as accusation and rumours swirl around the capital.

Politics was not at the centre of election campaigns, which were dominated by huge spending by some presidential candidates. Their rallies were more like a scrum for free food, drink, hats and T-shirts than an arena of debate.

In a curious throwback, candidates included the children or grandchildren of Patrice Lamumba, former president Kasavubu and former dictator Mobutu. With no limit on spending, candidates were also able to buy access to the media.

The pre-election period could hardly, therefore, be described as a level playing field.

I was struck constantly in Kinshasa by the contrast between the small number of fabulously wealthy people, the terrible poverty of the vast majority and the huge efforts of the small civil society and faith groups who want a future where DRC riches are shared.

In Mbanzu Ngungu, Bas Congo, I met an active group who were campaigning against food dumping and explained in graphic detail how European-dumped chicken and US maize were driving farmers into destitution.

It seems absurd that the most fertile place in the world is unable to produce the food that it needs due to the policies of the EU and the US.

Whatever government emerges from the election must be tough enough to ensure that the worldwide demand for Congo’s minerals benefits the people.

Diamond, cobalt and other minerals have funded a decade of wars, bringing only death and destruction. The greed of the militia groups needs to replaced by schools and hospitals.

The Congo has been the plaything of King Leopold, the colony of Belgium and, for most of its independence, a cash cow for Mobutu and international mining companies. It is time that the people had a turn.

Note:  Jeremy Corbyn is Labour MP for Islington North. He can be contacted at corbynj@parliament.uk 

