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Executive Summary

Bangladesh’s 2026 Parliamentary Elections and referendum took place in a transition
context shaped by the July 2024 youth-led uprising and amidst heightened public scrutiny of
state institutions. Against that backdrop, ANFREL observed an Election Day environment
that was generally peaceful, orderly, and safe in the areas covered. This was a product of
the Bangladesh Election Commission’s visible operational planning and its coordination with
security forces, including risk-based deployments and the use of transparency measures
such as centralized monitoring and technology-enabled oversight. These efforts helped
stabilize polling operations and contributed to public confidence in the conduct of voting on
Election Day.

The legal framework provides the baseline rules for competition and information. Provisions
governing the campaign period, the code of conduct for candidates and political parties, and
regulations applicable to media coverage are central to ensuring a level playing field and
protecting voters’ ability to make informed choices. The credibility of these safeguards,
however, depends on consistent and enforceable implementation, including timely remedies
when violations are reported.

At the same time, the mission’s interim findings point to a persistent integrity
challenge that sits beneath orderly polling: electoral accountability. Across stakeholder
engagements, confidence that electoral violations would be sanctioned remained limited,
particularly regarding money politics and campaign finance. Interlocutors repeatedly linked
campaigning to high mobilization costs and informal spending, and enforcement was often
viewed as uneven, even unrealistic. Concerns were reinforced by civil society findings
indicating overspending by candidates, including cases assessed to have occurred before
the campaign period had concluded. Visible but inconsistently enforced rules, such as those
governing posters and tarpaulins, further weakened perceptions that the Commission could
enforce its own regulations consistently.

On Election Day itself, ANFREL identified a concrete vulnerability linked to money
politics that can undermine free choice even when procedures look orderly.
Party-operated voter identification desks were right outside near polling stations
distributing voter slips, sometimes with party logos and candidate photos. Observers
also noted instances of voters presenting these slips upon entering the polling booth to
polling agents. This practice is a serious concern because it may function as a verification
mechanism consistent with vote-buying or inducement arrangements, increasing risks of
improper influence.

The security environment reflected a similar contrast between Election Day order and
pre-election tension. Stakeholders described the pre-campaign and campaign period as
marked by intimidation and violence dynamics often associated with “muscle power,”
including subtle coercion routed through local intermediaries. Election Day conditions
were calmer in many observed areas, suggesting that planning and deterrence measures
were effective in reducing immediate disruption. However, the credibility of these gains will
depend on whether incidents and allegations are consistently documented and followed
through with impartial investigations and sanctions.



ANFREL’s Election Day observation also found that voting and counting generally
proceeded in an orderly manner in the locations covered, with stakeholders
commonly present. Yet important transparency safeguards were applied unevenly.
During counting, some locations did not consistently apply key verification steps at ballot box
opening, and monitoring arrangements were not uniformly implemented. These procedural
gaps do not by themselves demonstrate that results were altered in the locations visited, but
they reduce verifiability and can weaken confidence in close contests. These are concerns
that must be addressed in future elections.

Inclusiveness outcomes were mixed. The voter roll reflected near parity between women
and men, and youth engagement remained a visible force in the elections, including
among first-time voters and in political mobilization. However, women remained
severely underrepresented as candidates, and many parties nominated no women at all.
Minority and marginalized communities reported fear and exclusion in some areas, and
persons with disabilities faced significant accessibility barriers and limited targeted voter
education. Gender-diverse participation continued to progress through registration, though
representation remained limited and systemic and cultural stigma persists.

The information environment was highly active, with social media serving as a key arena for
campaigning and narrative competition. Monitoring found democratic content related to
civic information and issue-based messaging outpaced undemocratic content related
to manipulation, coercion, and delegitimizing narratives, but recurring narratives
related to vote buying, irregularities, intimidation (including gendered disinformation),
and more sophisticated manipulation closer to Election Day underscore the need for
stronger rapid-response coordination and proactive official communication.

The presence of both domestic and international observers was widely regarded by
stakeholders as an important confidence-building measure and a safeguard for
electoral transparency. However, observer organizations were required to secure both
accreditation from the Bangladesh Election Commission and prior operational clearance for
funded activities. Observer identification cards were issued only shortly before polling,
preventing systematic observation of voter registration, campaigning, and dispute resolution
processes. As a result, observation focused mainly on Election Day processes, with limited
opportunity for transparency measures across earlier phases of the electoral cycle.
Establishing timely accreditation, recognizing long-term and short-term observation, and
enabling monitoring across the pre-election, Election Day, and post-election phases would
strengthen public oversight, deter violations, and reinforce confidence in future elections.

Finally, the governance context remains central to long-term confidence. The suspension of
the former ruling party Awami League continued to shape perceptions of inclusiveness and
political competition, while the referendum result strengthened expectations for credible
follow-through on reform commitments under the July Charter. ANFREL’s interim
assessment is that Bangladesh’s Election Day confidence gains will be sustained only
if post-election governance focuses on a transitional justice process towards
reconciliation grounded with rule-based accountability including enforceable political
and campaign finance oversight, clear complaint mechanisms, and reforms that
reduce incentives for patronage, coercion, and recurring political upheaval.



l. Election Administration

Preparation and Administration of Elections

The BEC is constitutionally mandated under Article 118 to conduct and oversee all
parliamentary and local elections and is headed by a Chief Election Commissioner (CEC)
and up to four election commissioners. The Commission is supported by a permanent
secretariat and field offices and holds the authority to direct other state institutions to assist
in the electoral process. Following the July 2024 uprising, the Hasina-appointed
commissioners resigned on September 5, 2024. On October 29, 2024 the interim
government formed a six-member search committee led by Justice Zubayer Rahman
Chowdhury of the Supreme Court's Appellate Division to come up with the names of two
individuals for each EC membership. On November 21, 2024 President Mohammed
Shahabuddin appointed former Health and Energy Secretary AMM Nasir Uddin as CEC.
Retired Secretary Anwarul Islam Sarkar, retired District and Sessions Judge Abdur
Rahmanel Masud, retired Joint Secretary Begum Tahmida Ahmad, and Brig. Gen. (Retd.)
Abul Fazal Md. Sanaullah was appointed to complete the commission.

Public confidence in the Bangladesh Election Commission (BEC) has historically been low.
During the tenure of the Awami League (AL), the Commission was widely perceived as
politically aligned with the ruling party and was frequently accused of failing to ensure
electoral fairness, overlooking irregularities, and tolerating violence and voter suppression.
Although the appointment of a new Chief Election Commissioner (CEC) and commissioners
following the July 2024 uprising was intended to restore institutional integrity, skepticism
initially persisted.

During the course of ANFREL engagement since January 2025, the Commission’s
expressed openness to electoral reform and receptiveness to technical assistance have
contributed to a modest improvement in perceptions among some stakeholders. The BEC
has indicated interest in doing innovations, updating observer guidelines and the
accreditation process and improving the overall conditions of the entire electoral processes.
Nevertheless, civil society organizations report that consultations on these guidelines have
been limited. The Commission has cited time constraints and security concerns as reasons
for excluding CSOs from contributing meaningfully to election-related reforms, and it remains
unclear whether civil society will be allowed to review the accreditation guidelines before
promulgation.

The BEC has also faced criticism for limited institutional capacity, particularly at the local
level, where logistical shortcomings and weak outreach have contributed to
under-registration among remote and marginalized communities. Additionally, the
Commission’s decision to revoke the AL's registration under the Anti-Terrorism Act drew
criticism from some stakeholders as politically motivated and potentially harmful to
democratic pluralism.

Against the backdrop of previously fragile public confidence, the Mission assessed the
Bangladesh Election Commission’s (BEC) operational performance during the electoral
process.



The Mission recognizes the BEC’s considerable administrative efforts in delivering the 2026
Parliamentary Elections and Referendum under conditions of heightened public scrutiny and
significant operational complexity. The Commission undertook extensive preparations,
including security coordination, logistics for the concurrent conduct of parliamentary and
referendum voting, and arrangements for specialized voting modalities such as postal voting.

Although implementation varied across locations, the overall administration demonstrated
notable planning and mobilization capacity that supported orderly polling operations in many
areas. These preparations were visible on Election Day: polling sites were generally set up
with basic voter guidance materials displayed, election officials were present in sufficient
numbers to manage queues and issue ballots efficiently, and staff actively provided
procedural instructions to voters. In coordination with security forces, the voting environment
in observed areas was largely calm and well-managed, contributing to a process widely
perceived as peaceful and orderly and helping strengthen public confidence in the conduct
of the polls.

Il. Electoral Accountability

Money Politics and Campaign Finance

Across the pre-election period, observers and stakeholders described a campaign
environment where financial advantage continues to shape competition, while confidence in
compliance and enforcement remains limited. Interlocutors repeatedly linked campaign
activity to high mobilization costs and informal spending practices, and all stakeholders
expressed low confidence that violations would be sanctioned. Transparency International
Bangladesh (TIB) also reported indications of overspending, including an assessment that
around one-third of candidates exceeded campaign spending limits, in some cases even
before the permitted campaign period had concluded.! The failure to hold bad actors
accountable reinforces the view that political outcomes, rather than rules, determine
accountability. Even the inconsistent enforcement of rules on campaign posters and
tarpaulins, which are among the most visible regulations, further reduced confidence in the
Election Commission’s ability to enforce its own rules consistently.

A recurring integrity risk linked to money politics emerged on Election Day through party
supporter activities near polling stations, including party-run voter identification desks
distributing voter slips (some bearing party logos/candidate images) and observations of
voters presenting these slips to polling agents upon entering polling premises. This is a
serious vulnerability because it may function as a verification mechanism for vote-buying /
bribing arrangements, thereby increasing the risk of improper influence.

Muscle Power and Election Related Violence

While election day proved to be relatively peaceful considering Bangladesh’s history of
violent elections, the same cannot be said for the period prior to the day of the election. The
pre campaign and official campaign environment was characterized by constant violence
caused by high levels of competition brought on by both intra-party and inter-party disputes.

' Transparency Intl Bangl., Pre-election and Referendum Situation: TIB's Observations (Exec.
Summary) 8 (Feb. 8, 2026).



Party actors framed “muscle power” as defense mechanisms required due to a context of
fear and weak protection. This contributed to a broader perception that impunity and uneven
enforcement can normalize coercive and violent practices leading to a retaliative cycle.

Security forces used risk-based planning to classify constituencies as low, medium, or high
risk, with designations updated through intelligence, and several areas were flagged as high
risk ahead of polling amid fears that violence could trigger postponements.? Election Day
was nevertheless assessed as generally peaceful in many locations, reflecting preparedness
and innovation by the Election Commission and security forces, including CCTV and
body-worn cameras, digitized complaints, and a command center for centralized monitoring.
While these measures strengthen transparency, future credibility and public confidence on
elections will depend on whether intimidation and violent incidents are prevented,
documented, and followed through with timely and impartial action, including accountability
measures that can reach not only candidates but also political parties, especially the major
parties, where appropriate.

Complaints Handling Mechanisms

ANFREL notes that stakeholder confidence in enforcement is weakened by the absence of a
clear, consistently applied complaints process. Interlocutors frequently cited uncertainty over
how complaints are received, assessed, escalated, and resolved, including what evidence is
required, the timelines for decisions, and how outcomes are communicated.

Overall, ANFREL assesses that the election administration benefitted from strong
operational preparation and security coordination, which helped contain risks and support a
generally peaceful Election Day in many locations. The visible role of the military and other
security forces may have been useful—and, in some constituencies, perhaps necessary—to
deter violence and reassure voters in the current context; however, future elections should
not become structurally dependent on military involvement as a routine feature of electoral
management. Campaign finance regulations must also be meaningfully enforced beyond
formal compliance as weak enforcement sustains a political environment reliant on
patronage, increases incentives for vote buying and informal spending, and can entrench a
cycle of corruption that undermines democratic accountability. Sustainable credibility
requires strengthening enforcement capacity and ensuring that complaints and cases filed
against violators result in timely investigations, transparent dispositions, and proportionate
sanctions.

Recommendations:
1. Stop partisan “voter assistance” near polling stations. Ban and enforce the
removal of party-run voter ID desks and voter slip distribution/collection within a clear

buffer zone.

2 Factors in determining risk level: Inter / intra conflicts of political parties, Possible threat of using
illegal fire arms Online and Al Based propaganda, Police assault incidents, Vandalism emerging from
sectoral islamic beliefs, Minority issues, Looting arms and ammunition from police station, Awami
league dominating seats,Vote centers related risks (structural, geographic, previous vandalism history,
etc.), Close contesting seats of leading parties, Safety & security threats of candidates, Multiple
central leaders in same seat.



2. Provide neutral voter support. Establish official, non-partisan help points or voter
desks for voter list/serial-number queries so voters do not rely on parties.

3. Enforce campaign finance rules. Conduct targeted audits in high-risk
constituencies and publish enforcement actions and outcomes within clear timelines.

4. Ensure real follow-through on violations. Create a simple public case-tracking
system for major offences (violence, intimidation, vote buying, finance breaches) with
timely dispositions and sanctions.

5. Use security and transparency tools with clear rules. Continue risk-based
security planning and CCTV/bodycam use, but set clear protocols on coverage,
accountability, and how footage supports investigations.

lll. Inclusiveness
Women

Women remain persistently underrepresented as candidates in Bangladesh. Across
elections from 1991-2024, women contesting general seats remained below 5 percent, and
women elected from general seats remained very low. Although women comprise nearly half
of the electorate, they continue to face barriers to political participation, including limited
party nominations, resource constraints, restrictive social norms, and exposure to
election-related violence and intimidation. Strengthening women’s political participation,
alongside participation of people with diverse gender identities, is central to democratic
legitimacy and aligns with Bangladesh’s commitments under CEDAW, the SDGs, the
Women, Peace and Security agenda, and the July National Charter.

ANFREL noted improvements in inclusive registration. The BEC reported a reduction in the
gender gap in the voter roll and that women account for nearly half of registered voters.
Another notable positive is the presence of female APOs accounting for close to 30% of
observed polling booths including a high number of women polling officers.. However, this
does not translate into candidacy. In 2026, only 83 out of 1,981 candidates were women,
and 30 of 51 registered parties did not nominate a single woman. Roughly one-third of
women candidates reportedly had family ties to established male politicians, suggesting that
independent pathways remain narrow. Financial barriers were repeatedly cited as a key
driver, with high campaign costs and reliance on patronage networks limiting women’s
competitiveness, particularly for independent candidates. Women candidates also faced
cyber harassment, character attacks, intimidation, and threats to campaign staff, reinforcing
structural exclusion even when women are willing to contest.

Youth

Youth participation was highly visible in the 2026 elections, reflecting momentum from the
2024 youth-led uprising. The BEC reported a large cohort of first-time voters added to the
roll, and observers noted strong enthusiasm among young voters, including active
engagement in political discourse and social media. Youth energy also contributed to new
party formation, though some stakeholders reported that initial momentum weakened during
the campaign period due to structural constraints and entrenched party practices. Candidate
data referenced by stakeholders indicated a substantial share of candidates in younger age
brackets, and parties such as the National Citizen Party (NCP) reportedly fielded exclusively



young candidates. Youth were also prominent among party supporters and organizers
around polling sites, with their engagement often continuing through the counting period.

Gender-Diverse Groups

Participation of gender-diverse voters, including the “Hijra” (third-gender) community,
continued a gradual trend toward inclusion. The BEC reported registration of Hijra voters,
BEC registered 1,220 members of the transgender community, including first-time voters,
reflecting institutional recognition of third-gender political rights. However, candidacy
remained limited. A hijra community representative was nominated as an independent
candidate in Rangpur-3 but later withdrew, citing the need for reserved seats and more
meaningful inclusion. While participation at polling stations was visible in some areas,
systemic barriers and social stigma continue to limit broader political representation.

Minority & Marginalized Communities

Stakeholders highlighted persistent inclusion risks for religious and ethnic minority
communities, including limited disaggregated data and concerns in minority-concentrated
areas. TIB reported low nomination rates for minority candidates, and many parties
reportedly nominated none. Observations and stakeholder discussions indicated that
minorities in some areas experienced fear and hesitation linked to intimidation and pressure,
and that distrust and perceived administrative bias remained pronounced, particularly in the
Hill Tracts and Cox’s Bazar.

Persons with Disabilities

Persons with disabilities faced significant accessibility barriers. Observers reported limited
evidence of targeted voter education and uneven implementation of accessibility measures
in polling stations. Many polling centres lacked ramps or wheelchair accessibility, and
hazards or obstacles were observed in a substantial share of locations. Adapted voting
facilities such as tactile ballots or accessible booth designs were generally absent, limiting
independent participation. Some voters received assistance from family members, but
support was often provided by polling staff or ANSAR & VDP personnel.

The Bangladesh Society for the Change and Advocacy Nexus (B-SCAN), a women-led,
national-level organization of persons with disabilities (OPD) alongside their work with
persons with disabilities, organized an awareness session through a mock polling station
initiative for persons with disabilities supported by International Foundation for Electoral
System (IFES). United Nations Development Program (UNDP) also supported BEC for a
credible, inclusive and peaceful election process in Bangladesh through operational
assistance such as capacity development of BEC on disability inclusion®. The UNDP also
engaged to promote inclusive participation and civic education through partnerships, policy
briefs, and advance disability inclusion recommendations.

However, inclusion of persons with disabilities in the electoral process appeared to be
inadequately addressed, reflecting broader gaps in planning and outreach. Strengthening
accessibility, providing dedicated voter education, and ensuring consistent support at polling

3 https://www.undp.org/bangladesh/projects/ballot
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centers are critical steps needed to promote meaningful and equitable participation of PWDs
in future elections.

Recommendations:

1. Adopt affirmative action for women’s candidacy within parties and elections.
Require political parties to meet minimum targets for nominating women in winnable
constituencies, paired with clear incentives and penalties for non-compliance.

2. Study the establishment of campaign subsidies and financial support for
women candidates. Study the feasibility of creating a dedicated fund or public
subsidy to reduce cost barriers for women candidates, including support for
campaign logistics and security, and require parties to allocate a defined share of
campaign resources to women nominees to improve competitiveness or provide a
higher level of spending for parties with women candidates.

3. Strengthen Inclusive Candidacy Frameworks. BEC and political parties to
introduce regulatory measures such as candidate quotas, mandatory inclusion and
reforms to increase the nomination of women, youth, minorities, persons with
disabilities, and gender-diverse candidates.

4. Address Electoral Violence and Harassment. Enhance monitoring and response
mechanisms to prevent and address gender-based electoral violence, online
harassment, intimidation, and discrimination against marginalized candidates and
voters.

5. Promote Sustained Youth Engagement. Institutionalize youth consultation
platforms within electoral reform processes and expand civic education initiatives,
particularly targeting first-time voters and awareness.

6. Strengthen Minority Protection and Confidence-Building: Implement targeted
measures in minority-concentrated areas through risk mapping, response
mechanisms and ensure impartial and visible security deployment.

7. Establish Alternative Voting Process for the Elderly, Persons with Disabilities,
and Vulnerable Sectors. Develop and implement alternative voting procedures for
elderly voters, persons with disabilities, and other voters needing additional support
including adopting practical arrangements such as priority lanes, accessible booths,

8. Advance Disability Inclusion and Accessibility. Establish mandatory accessibility
standards for polling stations, including ramps, wheelchair access, adapted voting
booths, tactile ballots, and sign-language services, alongside dedicated voter
education and training for polling officials.

9. Establish an Office Focused on Ensuring Inclusiveness and Accessibility.
Consider creating an office within the BEC that will be in charge of handling concerns
of the minority, and vulnerable sectors.

IV. Election observation

Civil Society Participation, Citizen Observation and Accreditation Framework

Bangladesh’s civil society has long been intertwined with the country’s struggle for
democracy, accountability, and social justice. Since the 1991 democratic transition, civil
society organizations (CSOs) have played a central role in safeguarding electoral integrity
through voter education, campaign finance monitoring, documentation of violations, and the



deployment of nonpartisan citizen observers nationwide. National networks and grassroots
groups have also worked more broadly on governance, human rights, digital rights and
information integrity, and the protection of marginalized communities including women,
youth, and indigenous peoples. These activities historically helped build public confidence in
elections by complementing formal oversight mechanisms with citizen participation.

However, the operating environment for election observation has fluctuated significantly.
Under the previous regime, many independent CSOs were sidelined through restrictive
regulations, politicized accreditation, and administrative pressure, and international
observers were similarly affected. Although the political transition under the Interim
Government has reopened limited space for engagement, civil society remains fragmented
and cautious due to persistent structural constraints and the weakening of long-standing
observer networks.

While the Bangladesh Election Commission (BEC) holds the constitutional mandate to
administer elections and accredit observers, the broader operational environment is shaped
by the NGO Affairs Bureau (NGOAB). Operating under the Prime Minister’'s Office and
empowered by the Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act, the NGOAB can
approve, delay, or deny externally funded activities. Because most domestic observer
organizations rely on foreign funding, they must obtain prior clearance before deployment. In
practice, this creates a dual-layer approval system formal accreditation by the BEC and
operational authorization by the NGOAB where administrative delays and heightened
scrutiny have historically constrained observation efforts, particularly for smaller
organizations, and contributed to the dismantling of major coalitions such as the Election
Working Group (EWG).

Accreditation procedures themselves further limit the effectiveness of observation. Current
guidelines do not adopt a full electoral-cycle approach and instead confine monitoring largely
to Election Day activities, with no definitions distinguishing short-term and long-term
observation and no minimum deployment period specified. Observer identification cards are
often issued only shortly before polling, preventing systematic monitoring of pre-election
processes and delaying deployment to remote areas. Similar timing constraints have also
affected international observers, restricting meaningful assessment of preparations and
post-election processes. As a result, although observation is formally permitted, it remains
operationally narrow. Aligning the framework with international practice would require
defining the electoral process to include pre-electoral, electoral, and post-electoral phases
such as legal reforms, boundary delimitation, voter registration, campaign finance oversight,
media monitoring, dispute resolution, and post-election audits and granting accreditation
early enough to enable genuine full-cycle observation and strengthen public confidence in
the electoral process.

Domestic Observers

Public perception of neutrality and non-partisanship is critical for citizen election observation
especially for the 2026 Bangladesh elections reflecting the value stakeholders attach to
independent monitoring. Several organizations are seen as credible due to their nonpartisan
history. However, many of these groups were previously barred from observing elections.



These organizations also likely face funding challenges because their access to resources
and operations was curtailed by the past regime.

During the pre-election assessment, the BEC registered 66 Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) as accredited election observers in early November 2025 and
decided to grant registration to 16 more local organizations. However, BCE granted final
registration to 81 domestic election observer organisations for a five-year period in
preparation for the elections 2026. The BEC’s expectation on local election observers to
operate independently, report both positive and negative findings, and refrain from interfering
in the process. In practice, local-level observation remains highly centralized as district
election offices primarily issue accreditation cards based on lists from the national BEC, with
limited proactive coordination or dialogue with local groups.

Alliance for Free Election and Democracy (AFED), a national platform of several local
election observer groups conducted their observations from the pre-election period to polling
day. They have deployed 175 Long Terms Observers (LTOs) across the country. Overall,
2,800 election day observers were deployed on the election day. AFED’s election
observation activities are supported by the European Union and the European Partnership
for Democracy (EPD).* Odhikar deployed a total of 100 observers across 55 constituencies.
Their deployment decisions were based on software-driven, evidence-based analysis,
supported by European Partnership for Democracy (EPD). Past trends of violence, emerging
indicators, and BEC-declared high-risk zones were considered in their observations.
ANFREL observers did not encounter the presence of other domestic observer groups at the
polling stations visited on Election Day.

There were also some concerns regarding the credibility, technical capacity, and
independence of local-level monitoring efforts. The impact of such extensive deployment
relies not merely on scale, but on the quality of methodology, professional expertise, and the
ability to operate free from political interference.

For the 2026 Bangladesh Elections and Referendum, the scale of observer deployment in
the 2026 elections was unprecedented for a domestic electoral process. A total of 55,454
local observers were accredited, including 7,997 centrally registered observers and 47,457
constituency-based registrants. These observers were deployed across all 299
parliamentary constituencies in the country’s eight divisions, collectively monitoring activities
in approximately 42,779 polling centers nationwide.

International Observers

ANFREL notes that the accreditation and access granted to international observers was a
significant confidence-building development in the 2026 parliamentary elections and
referendum, particularly in light of recent election cycles where international scrutiny was
more limited or contested. Official reporting indicated that 394 international observers and
197 foreign journalists were in Bangladesh for the dual polls.® The EC’s openness to
facilitate observer missions reflected in the co-creation of observer guidelines and rules,
mission coordination, and in providing unfiltered access to critical election operations. This

4 https://afedbd.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/AFED-Preliminary-Statement-FINAL .pdf
5 https://www.bssnews.net/national-parlament-election-2026/359930
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is in stark contrast to previous elections where foreign observers faced challenges which
hindered its ability to observe elections effectively.

This outward-facing approach was reinforced by the Commission’s visible emphasis on
transparency measures including voter education activities, capacity building of local
observer groups, election and polling officials, development of relevant election related
manuals and even the launching of social media campaigns. This was also boosted by
centralized monitoring arrangements through the use of body-worn cameras, CCTV,
drones/UAV feeds, and a dedicated monitoring application coordinated from the EC
Secretariat’s control room. These efforts were not only opened by the EC to international
observers but were also done in collaboration with international organisations.

ANFREL notes, however, that accreditation was issued only shortly before Election Day,
which constrained the ability of international missions to deploy fully as long-term observers
and to systematically assess key pre-election conditions. Earlier accreditation is essential to
maximize the preventive and confidence-building value of international observation,
particularly for monitoring campaign conduct, enforcement patterns, media conditions, and
the pre-election dispute environment.

Recommendations:

1. Enhance Accreditation Transparency. Standardize procedures, clarify eligibility,
and minimize administrative discretion.

2. Strengthen credible domestic observation. Continue capacity building while
tightening standards and vetting to prevent politicized observation including
partnerships with international organizations to align with global best practices.

3. Build Technical Capacity. Provide training on evidence-based monitoring, data
collection, and technology-driven tools. Also provide training on sample-based
monitoring to decrease the need to deploy large numbers of observers.

4. Guarantee access to critical stages. Protect unimpeded observation of polling,
counting, tabulation, and results transmission.

5. Redefine the electoral process to cover the full electoral cycle for observation.
Explicitly define the electoral process using a full electoral-cycle approach covering
pre-electoral, electoral, and post-electoral phases, including legal reforms, boundary
delimitation, voter registration, campaign finance oversight, media monitoring, polling
and counting, dispute resolution, and post-election audits. Apply this definition
consistently across all provisions so observer rights, responsibilities, access, and
reporting extend throughout the entire electoral cycle rather than being limited to
Election Day.

6. Early Accreditation for Observers. Issue accreditation cards at the start of the
electoral period, or immediately upon approval, instead of shortly before polling day
to enable meaningful long-term observation and timely deployment to remote areas.

V. Voter Education

The 2026 referendum on the July National Charter (Reform of Constitution) Implementation
Order 2025 was held concurrently with the parliamentary elections, marking a significant
constitutional milestone and requiring voters to cast a “Yes” or “No” vote on the proposed
implementation order. The Bangladesh Election Commission (BEC) undertook voter
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education initiatives through social media, official guidelines, public awareness campaigns,
and materials such as the Postal Vote BD App User Guideline. Civil society organizations,
including accredited domestic observer groups and organizations representing women,
youth, and persons with disabilities, complemented these efforts through community
awareness sessions, mock polling demonstrations, and targeted outreach to first-time voters
and marginalized communities. These combined initiatives contributed to improved
awareness of electoral procedures.

However, the simultaneous conduct of the parliamentary elections and referendum created
logistical and voter-education challenges. Observers noted persistent public confusion
regarding the referendum question, the meaning of the “Yes” and “No” options, the
distinction between the white and pink ballots, and the scope of the reforms referenced in
the Charter. Despite awareness-raising efforts, voter understanding of the implications of the
referendum remained uneven in some areas, contributing to varied interpretations and
debate. The experience underscores the importance of clear, accessible, and neutral
information dissemination particularly in rural and hard-to-reach communities to support
informed participation in complex electoral processes.

The BEC has also instructed government officials not to take part in “Yes” campaigns for the
referendum. Campaigning for any particular choice will influence the outcome of the
referendum, making the concerned government employees liable to face legal actions, the
EC said in the letter. The EC has instructed returning officers to take corrective measures
over any such potential campaigns.®

Recommendations:

1. Simplify voter education. Develop clear, accessible materials on future elections,
including visual aids, sample ballots, and resources, especially for women,
gender-diverse groups, persons with disabilities, and marginalized communities.

2. Clarify electoral messaging. Distinguish communication for future elections to
reduce voter confusion.

3. Enforce government officials neutrality in elections. Issue and monitor guidelines
over government officials from campaigning at the start of the election period.

4. Strengthen campaign oversight. Monitor election campaigning and misuse of state
resources to ensure a level playing field.

5. Expand the engagement with civil society. Institutionalize CSO partnerships to
expand voter education and counter misinformation

VI. Election Day
Voting

ANFREL observed that the opening of polls and the voting process generally proceeded in
an orderly manner in the locations covered. In many polling stations, volunteers from

6

https://www.daily-sun.com/bangladesh/854631/govt-employees-can-t-campaign-for-yes-or-no-vote-in-
referendum-ec?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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ANSAR & VDP managed voter flow effectively. Practical guidance was posted including
instructions on how to handle and fold ballots. However, the voters list posted only identified
the serial numbers assigned to polling booths which required voters to rely on voter slips
being distributed by party-run voter identification desks.

Voting was generally efficient once voters reached the booth, and the overall pace of voting
in most locations appeared manageable through the day. Key stakeholders, including polling
agents, observers, and media, were commonly present, supporting transparency and
confidence in the process. Polling booths were positioned to protect the secrecy of the ballot
while allowing polling agents and observers to effectively oversee the voting process, with
ballot boxes kept clearly visible at all times. Longer queues were noted at the opening of
polls, with a moderate increase during mid-day before gradually declining toward closing
time. Despite fluctuations in turnout, the process was consistently described as orderly, with
nearly 80% of observer reports indicating well-managed queues outside polling booths.

Observers reported no significant procedural irregularities in nearly 90% of polling stations
monitored. Polling agents, as well as domestic and international observers and media
representatives, were generally present. However, in some instances, polling agents lacked
proper identification cards, and a few displayed badges featuring party symbols or images,
potentially affecting perceptions of neutrality. In one reported case, the tendered ballot
procedure was applied and appeared to be conducted in accordance with established
regulations.

Counting Process

ANFREL observed that counting generally proceeded in an orderly manner in the locations
covered, with the count starting without notable delay and key stakeholders such as election
agents, observers, and media commonly present. In many stations, the layout and seating
arrangements enabled stakeholders to follow the process, and ballot handling during the
count was generally organized, including the separation of parliamentary and referendum
ballots where observed.

At the same time, ANFREL noted that several important transparency safeguards were
applied unevenly across locations. Continuous CCTV monitoring in counting environments
was not consistent, and the practice of counting parliamentary and referendum ballots in two
clearly separated groups was not uniformly implemented. Most importantly, a core control
step at ballot box opening was not consistently observed. In some stations, ballot boxes
were not opened one by one with seal numbers announced and made available for
verification by agents. While these gaps do not by themselves indicate that results were
altered in the locations visited, they reduce the verifiability of the process and can weaken
confidence, particularly in closely contested constituencies.

Legal Framework and Use of Manuals

ANFREL notes that the Election Day procedures applied in polling stations were often
guided by operational manuals, circulars, and instructions issued by the Election
Commission. These materials are important for standardizing practice and supporting poll
workers, particularly in complex dual polls. In many locations, the use of manuals appeared
to contribute to orderly operations and clearer instructions for voters.
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At the same time, ANFREL notes that these manuals and operational instructions are not
always clearly incorporated into, or expressly anchored in, the primary legal framework
under the RPO and its subsidiary rules. Where procedures are implemented mainly through
manuals rather than clearly traceable legal provisions, this can create uncertainty about
which steps are mandatory, reduce consistency across polling stations, and expand
discretion in ways that are difficult for stakeholders to verify or challenge. This matters for
confidence because stakeholders assess integrity not only by what is done, but also by
whether procedures have a clear legal basis that is publicly accessible and uniformly
enforceable.

Recommendations:

1. Stop the over reliance with Voter Slips. Establish official, non-partisan help points
or voter desks for voter list/serial-number queries as well as posting voters lists with
voter names on the entrance of the polling booths.

2. Standardize Voter Assistance. Provide consistent training to polling staff on ballot
handling guidance to ensure all voters receive accurate instructions.

3. Strengthen Polling Agent Protocols. Enforce strict rules on identification and
prohibit party symbols on identification badges to maintain neutrality and public
confidence.

4. Monitoring and Oversight. Continue robust presence of domestic and international
observers, along with media, to maintain transparency and accountability at polling
stations.

5. Stop inconsistent ballot box opening procedures. Require presiding officers to
open ballot boxes one by one, announce seal numbers, and allow agents to verify
them, and record compliance using the counting checklist.

6. Ensure continuous transparency during counting. Maintain CCTV coverage
where required and ensure agents, observers, and media have a clear line of sight
throughout the count.

7. Document and correct deviations immediately. Require a short written record of
any procedural lapse, the corrective action or deviation taken, with the signing off of
all stakeholders including polling agents and observers before results are finalized.

8. Institutionalize Procedural Guidelines. Formally adopt key Election Day
procedures through binding regulations where needed to ensure consistency and
enforceability.

VI. Social Media and Information Integrity

In parallel, ANFREL, in partnership with Activate Rights, integrated a social media
monitoring component to track election-related online discourse, identify key narratives and
risks, and assess the information environment. The monitoring showed that social media
played a significant role in the late campaign period and on Election Day, serving as a
primary channel for political messaging, electoral signalling, and rapid counter-narratives in
response to opponents’ claims. The monitoring effort tracked a large universe of online
content during the period, harvesting posts from 905 accounts and cataloguing
76,293 posts, with a coded sample used to assess content trends. In the context of
social media monitoring, content is considered democratic when it is legitimate and factual
information contributing to a healthy political discourse during elections. Undemocratic
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content, however, are those that seek to spread falsehoods, malign individuals and groups,
undermine the electoral process, incite violence or inflict harm that distorts a healthy political
discourse. Overall, election-relevant content was substantial, and democratic content
outpaced undemocratic content across the coded corpus.

Online campaigning dominated the information environment, with campaign-related content
comprising a large share of coded posts. Parties and candidates used social platforms to
amplify governance and reform narratives and to mobilize key constituencies, including
youth and first-time voters. At the same time, structured voter education and public
information content remained limited and uneven, with voter and civic education comprising
only a small portion of coded posts relative to promotional messaging.

It was also noted that a limited but recurring set of undemocratic narratives with the
potential to undermine confidence. While only a small proportion of coded posts
alleged electoral irregularities, monitors identified recurring themes, including the
normalization of vote monetization through “cash-for-vote” allegations, bribery, and
misuse of party funds; claims of procedural sabotage and predetermined results; and
narratives of coercion and voter intimidation, including gendered disinformation
targeting women. In addition, potential misinformation narratives appeared in the coded
corpus, evolving from personal attacks and decontextualized content toward institutional
delegitimization and more technically sophisticated manipulation closer to Election Day,
including Al-generated content, repurposed footage, and forged media branding.

The online information environment was active and competitive, with a higher
prevalence of democratic content than undemocratic content. However, the
monitoring findings indicate that even relatively low-volume misinformation and
irregularity narratives can have outsized effects when they concentrate around
real-time legitimacy claims, exploit uncertainty about procedures, or target vulnerable
groups. Sustaining confidence will require stronger proactive communication, faster and
more coordinated information integrity responses, and clearer responsibilities for platforms
and stakeholders in addressing manipulated and harmful content.

Recommendations:

1. Set up rapid response coordination. Link the EC, media, fact-checkers, and civil
society monitors to identify and counter viral falsehoods quickly.

2. Address Al and manipulated content. Work with platforms on detection, labeling,
and takedown of deceptive Al-generated or altered election content.

3. Expand proactive official information online. Increase timely, multi-platform voter
and referendum guidance to reduce space for rumor and forged announcements.

4. Protect women and vulnerable groups. Prioritize response to gendered
disinformation and coordinated harassment with clear reporting channels.

VII. Governance
Awami League Ban

The suspension of all activities of the former ruling party Awami League (AL) since May
2025, and the subsequent suspension of its registration pending proceedings before the
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International Crimes Tribunal, remains one of the most consequential governance
developments shaping perceptions of this electoral process. The measure has generated
debate domestically and internationally and has featured prominently in discussions
regarding inclusiveness and political competition.

At the same time, the elections proceeded with visible public participation, orderly polling in
many locations, and engagement across a wide field of contesting parties. No individual
candidates were disqualified solely on the basis of prior AL affiliation, except where legal
ineligibility applied due to charges affecting eligibility. The presence of competing parties and
the generally peaceful conduct of voting in many areas contributed to public confidence in
the electoral exercise itself.

This issue, however, must be understood within a transitional justice context, where
accountability measures can strengthen confidence when they are rule-based and aimed at
non-recurrence. International standards permit restrictions on political association when they
meet legality, necessity, proportionality, and due process requirements.” Long-term
democratic confidence will rest on whether transitional measures form part of a holistic,
human rights-based approach that delivers victims’ rights to truth, justice, reparation, and
guarantees of non-recurrence.® These measures however, must be implemented through
context-appropriate, transparent and non-selective processes that strengthen rule of law,
civic trust, and prevention rather than creating new cycles of exclusion.®

Reconciliation can only be meaningfully advanced when transitional measures reduce
incentives for retaliation and exclusion, and instead build conditions for peaceful competition
and institutional trust. This is critical to breaking Bangladesh’s recurring cycle of political
upheaval, where disputed legitimacy, weak accountability, and perceived impunity repeatedly
trigger instability and reset politics through crisis rather than through democratic and genuine
elections.

Referendum and Follow-through on July Charter Reform

Holding the referendum alongside the parliamentary elections provided citizens an additional
avenue to express preferences on institutional change, and ANFREL notes that the outcome
in favor of the referendum has strengthened expectations for concrete governance reform.
Stakeholders consistently emphasized that confidence gained through orderly polling and a
generally peaceful election day will only be sustained if the reform agenda is implemented in
a credible, time-bound, and inclusive manner. In this regard, follow-through on the July
Charter reforms is now central to democratic confidence, because failure to deliver visible
improvements in rule-based governance, enforcement, and accountability risks reinforcing
perceptions that political commitments are temporary and that institutional weakness will
continue to enable patronage, corruption, and a return to the cycle of political upheaval,
retaliation, and continued instability.

" Human Rights Comm., General Comment No. 37 (2020) on Article 21: Right of Peaceful Assembly,
17 36-37, U.N. Doc. CCPR/C/GC/37 (Sept. 17, 2020); International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights arts. 21-22(2), Dec. 16, 1966, 999 U.N.T.S. 171.

8 U.N. Sec’y-Gen., Guidance Note on Transitional Justice: A Strategic Tool for People, Prevention and
Peace (2023).

°Id.
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Recommendations:

1. Anchor the transition in a holistic, rights-based approach. Advance transitional
justice in a manner that supports truth, justice, reparation, and guarantees of
non-recurrence, and avoid selective or exclusionary implementation that could
deepen grievance.

2. Publish a time-bound July Charter reform roadmap. Translate the referendum
mandate into a clear implementation plan with milestones, responsible institutions,
and reporting dates.

3. Institutionalize public tracking and oversight. Establish a simple public reform
tracker and regular updates, with meaningful civil society engagement, so reform
progress is verifiable and cannot be quietly stalled.

4. Prioritize reforms towards reconciliation to break the cycle of upheaval. Focus
early action on measures that directly strengthen confidence and prevention,
including impartial enforcement, effective complaint resolution, and accountability for
political and election related violence and corruption.

Mission Profile

The 13th Parliamentary Elections and referendum are being held following the 2024
youth-led uprising and are expected to complete the transition from the interim government
to a democratically elected administration. The referendum seeks public endorsement of
constitutional reforms developed through reform commission recommendations and
negotiations under the National Consensus Commission and the July Charter.

Elections are conducted across Bangladesh’s 8 divisions, 64 districts, and 300
constituencies. Voters elect 300 members of parliament, with 50 additional seats reserved
for women under the constitutional quota. The International Election Observation Mission
(IEOM) builds on ANFREL's vyear-long engagement in Bangladesh, including the
Pre-Election Assessment Mission (PEAM). The mission assesses the campaign
environment, violence and disputes, inclusion, public confidence, and adherence to the legal
framework, and observes Election Day and post-election processes, including counting and
results.

In parallel, ANFREL, in partnership with Activate Rights, integrated a social media
monitoring component to track election-related online discourse, identify key narratives and
risks, and assess the information environment alongside on-the-ground observation. The
mission deployed 28 observers, including the Mission Management Team, two electoral
analysts, and 22 international observers, across all eight divisions.

HitHt
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