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The successful holding of credible elections is only one indicator of the health of democracy in a given country: however, it is a vital one. Moreover, the readiness to accept outside scrutiny of polls – as well as to permit such scrutiny by domestic civil society organizations – is an essential element in fostering confidence both within the domestic population and amongst the international community. It is sometimes asserted that international election observation is nothing more than unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of a sovereign country – an illegitimate snooping into the domestic political life of a given nation. I believe that such views hold no merit: the web of international conventions relating to human rights and democracy - freely agreed by sovereign states - provides the bedrock for positive international engagement on election-related matters. 

I would emphasise that, to its immense credit, Bangladesh has an enviable record in facilitating outside scrutiny of national elections and the co-operation which the European Union has received in preparing for the redeployment of the EU Election Observation Mission, from both the government and Election Commission, has been exemplary. This speaks to the outward-looking nature of Bangladesh and to the country’s readiness to engage in multilateral instances, including in key bodies such as the UN Human Rights Council.
The rationale for the EU’s commitment to election observation is clear. Such observation is a vital component of EU activities to promote democracy, human rights and the rule of law worldwide. Election observation can contribute to strengthening democratic institutions, build public confidence in electoral processes and help deter fraud, intimidation and violence. Election observation also serves to reinforce other key European Union foreign policy objectives, notably peace-building.

That commitment also has global reach. Since 2000, over 60 EU EOMs have been deployed to all continents, with the exception of the OSCE region, where the OSCE's Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is in the lead. With EU EOMs and OSCE/ODIHR missions using the same methodology and a very similar approach for assessing electoral processes, a de facto division of labour has been established between the EU and the OSCE in terms of election observation. In 2008, Guinea Bissau, Ecuador, Angola, Rwanda, Cambodia, Nepal and Pakistan are amongst the countries which have been identified as priorities for EU missions.

Election observation, in particular long-term observation, provides a specific opportunity for an election process to be assessed according to international standards and best practices for genuine democratic elections. These include the political rights as outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 
The decision to identify the 9th Jatiya Sangsad elections as a priority for EU election observation was taken in 2006 and rooted in several factors. These included the size and importance in regional terms of Bangladesh, the relative youthfulness of democracy and the potential for EU engagement to help to bring stability to a country with a history of political confrontation. 
It has now been decided to redeploy the EU mission in stages, with a core assessment team set to arrive tomorrow and 12 long-term observers deploying in mid-November to the 6 Divisions of Bangladesh. Full deployment of the EOM hinges on a convincing relaxation of the state of emergency. Following the substantial easing of the emergency that took place this week, our Headquarters are reflecting on whether the conditions are now in place for the full redeployment of the observation team. It has been asked why the EU is so hesitant to deploy the full mission regardless of what happens with the state of emergency. The answer is clear and has been applied consistently in EU observation mission practice: if the legal and practical circumstances conducive to free, fair and credible elections are not in place on the ground, the EU will refrain from wholesale observation. 
I will close by emphasising that, after this tumultuous period in Bangladesh’s history, it is more important than ever that national political figures rise to the challenge of responsible politics. The people of Bangladesh need every reassurance that they are engaged in electing a government and parliament that will work unstintingly to address the very real challenges facing the country: and not an elected body characterised by dysfunction and self-interest.
We will now screen a short film.
