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EL SALVADOR, ELECTIONS 
Statement 

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [5.38 pm]:  I rise this evening to report briefly on my travel during the 
two-week break.  I travelled to El Salvador as an international election monitor. 

A member interjected. 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  Funnily enough, I did not.  A number of people asked me how that came about, 
because the normal way for people to participate as election monitors, whether at a state or federal level, is when 
they are invited as part of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association and/or with the imprimatur of the 
United Nations.  I made some inquiries.  I e-mailed the United Nations web site and also asked locally and 
discovered that the United Nations had not been asked to participate.  I asked some local El Salvadorians why 
the UN was not involved.  The answer was simple: for the UN to become involved, the Government of El 
Salvador would have to invite it.  If the Government did not wish the UN to scrutinise the election process, it is 
hardly likely that the Government would have invited the UN to become involved.  When enormous 
international pressure is placed on a country, it can sometimes become too embarrassing for a Government to not 
allow the UN to become involved.  Clearly, that was not the case in El Salvador.  There are probably historic 
reasons why that is the case.  An enormously problematic civil war in El Salvador ended in the mid-1990s.  It 
has been reported that approximately 75 000 people were murdered by death squads during that time.  The 
memories of that war do not fade quickly.   

When I travelled to El Salvador it was at the invitation of the FMLN - the Frente Farabundo Martí para la 
Liberación Nacional - which is the political party that emerged from the freedom fighters in El Salvador.  In a 
way it is the equivalent of Sinn Fein in Ireland.  It is a now a major political party that resulted from the 
resistance movement.  There have been some difficulties in that transition process.  Some people have asked me 
why I was invited as a representative of the FMLN.  When Nidia Diaz, a parliamentarian of the central European 
Parliament, visited Western Australia last year, she asked to have lunch with the five Greens (WA) MLCs.  She 
explained that the presidential elections would be held and that at the last parliamentary elections there was 
strong support for a range of parties, not just the traditional ARENA-based political parties.  ARENA is the 
National Republican Alliance.  She said that there was some indication that there could be a change of 
Government at the next election.  However, if there were ever to be political change, the elections would have to 
be free and fair.  She asked us whether we would send an observer for the election and we said that we would 
consider it.  We did not think much more about it until her e-mail arrived and I made arrangements to go.  It took 
a long time to get a visa; it arrived two working days before I was due to leave, which made me nervous.  I was 
almost as nervous about going through Los Angeles airport close to a year from the last US-led invasion of Iraq 
as I was about travelling to El Salvador.  It was a fairly scary prospect for me to travel to El Salvador alone as a 
non-Spanish speaking person to be an international election observer.   

As I said, to be invited by a political party may be seen to be a difficulty.  However, members must understand 
that when there are no United Nations international observers, every international observer is invited by one 
political party or another.  A person who is invited by the Government is invited by that party.  Historically, 13 
European El Salvadorian families controlled El Salvador’s resources and finances.  With the advent of 
globalisation, it is now controlled by five families.  El Salvador has some very rich, well-resourced families and 
corporations as well as abject poverty in the city and countryside, although I cannot confess to having seen much 
of the countryside except for the 45-minute trip from the airport.  All the election observers had been invited by 
one side of politics or another.  Approximately 400 international observers were there at the invitation of the 
FMLN.   

Politics in El Salvador is very hands on.  Very few people just sit and watch it happen; they are very much 
involved.  In the lead-up to the election many people wore the colours of the political party they supported.  On 
election day it looked as though there was a festival on the streets.  People wore the FMLN colours - red, white 
and blue - and people wore the red and white lettering of the -  

Hon Ken Travers:  They showed their true colours.   

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  Sure thing.  Even within the polling places, as I moved through the armed guards, I 
would arrive at a school or a college to find scrutineers and others inside the booths wearing the colours of a 
political party.  Banners were not allowed inside the booths, but just about everything else was.  Many ordinary 
people who were waiting to vote patted me on the back and thanked me just for being there as an observer, 
which was very humbling.   

Sadly, I have to report that we were advised it was not uncommon in El Salvador for owners of factories or 
businesses to require their workers to hand in their photographic election passes prior to the election.  The 
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implication was that the owners would give those passes to other people to vote in a certain way.  It is also not 
unknown for people with resources to purchase votes.  They promise people who can vote that if they take a pre-
marked ballot paper and put that into the polling booth and then bring back a signed, stamped unmarked ballot 
paper, they will be paid.  That cycle continues throughout the day.  Those practices would be almost impossible 
to pick up on election day.  The types of things that were visible on election day included local people posing as 
international observers, and it was reported that some election officials stuffed unmarked ballot papers down 
their clothing.  In each polling booth there was supposed to be a balance of election scrutineers.  However, in 
some areas, only ARENA scrutineers were allowed in as election officials - I have photographs of that.  We were 
taken to a hotel where it was reported that election passes were being sold.  We understand that 200 people from 
Nicaragua and parts of the United States were in another small hotel and that they had been bussed in supposedly 
as international election observers, but it seemed that they took the opportunity to vote while they were there.   

I saw a range of irregularities during the day, and they will be included in my report.  Those irregularities 
occurred by only one political party.  I asked people from both parties what problems they were having.  The 
only irregularities that were reported to me were about the ARENA party.  I cannot know how many of those 
irregularities enabled ARENA to receive 50 or 70 per cent of the vote.  Another round of elections was not 
needed, because ARENA received more than 50 per cent of the vote.  The presidential elections are now 
finalised.  I will table my report to Parliament in due course.   

Several members interjected. 
 


