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The low-turnout by-election in NA-171 Rahimyar Khan-III remained peaceful and well-organized amidst isolated instances of procedural irregularities mainly concerning polling day canvassing and provision of results forms to the polling agents and observers. 
If compared with general election 2024, the voter turnout dropped by 11 percentage points during by-election despite a two percent increase in the registered voters from the General Elections 2024. The number of invalid votes also declined from three percent of the polled votes in GE-2024 to two percent in the by-election. The vote share of Pakistan People’s Party Parliamentarian’s (PPPP) increased from 20 percent in GE-2024 to 64 percent in by-election, while the share of Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf’s (PTI) declined from 43 percent to 32 percent polled votes. The provisional consolidated statement of results of the count (Form-47) was ready before 12 a.m. on the night of the polling day. 
The persisting polling day canvassing and isolated instances of procedural omissions and irregularities particularly concerning the inadequate copies of result forms and lack of polling staff’s training were observed during the polling process. Around 68 percent of the observed polling stations had party/candidate camps in their surroundings displaying banners and distributing voter chits and food. Party-supported vehicles provided voter transport at 67 percent observed polling stations.
The ballot counting process was also observed to be largely transparent and compliant with the legal and regulatory procedures. The Presiding Officers provided the copies of the Result of the Count (Form-45) to all polling agents present during the counting process. However, the copies of Ballot Paper Account (Form-46) was not provided to the polling agents at 43 percent of the observed polling stations. The PrOs did not provide the copies of Form-45 to the election observers at 14 percent observed polling stations and Form-46 at 43 percent polling stations.
Around 22 percent polling officers and 23 percent Assistant Presiding Officers (APOs) at observed polling stations reported they did not receive training before being assigned to the election duty and around 23 percent security officials did not receive the training before the deployed for the election-duty. 
According to the List of Contesting Candidates (Form-33), a total of seven candidates including six men and a woman vied for the constituency. Of these seven, three represented PTI, PPPP and Tehreek-e-Laabbaik Pakistan (TLP), while the remaining four contested independently. Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz (PMLN) did not field a candidate. 
The seat had become vacant after the death of PTI’s Member National Assembly (MNA) Mumtaz Mustafa who won the seat during GE-2024 with a margin of victory (MoV) of 47,804 votes in a three-way race among PMLN, PPPP and PTI-backed independent candidates. In the absence of a PMLN candidate, the by-election proved to be a two-way race between PPPP and PTI with PPPP candidate claiming the seat with a victory margin of 58,178 votes. 
The Election Commission of Pakistan had setup 301 polling stations–88 male, 88 female and 125 combined – comprising 901 polling booths – 510 male and 391 female – to cater to more than 526,973 registered voters-288,113 male and 238,860 female voters in the constituency. ECP declared eight polling stations as highly sensitive and 54 as sensitive polling stations. 
FAFEN deployed 20 trained observers— 11 men and nine women— to observe the voting and counting processes at 80 out of 301 polling stations established in the constituency. This report is based on the observations received from 60 of the observed polling stations through FAFEN’s mobile application.

1
Turnout, Invalid Votes Decline as Registered Voters, MoV Increase

Despite a two percent increase in the number of registered voters in the constituency, as many as 58,892 less voters turned out to polling stations during by-election as compared to GE-2024. In percentage term, the voter turnout dropped from 47 percent In General Elections 2024 to 36 percent on September 12, 2024. A gender-disaggregation of polled votes as noted on the Provisional Consolidated Statement of Result (Form-47) shows more decline in the number of women who turned out to vote than the number of men. The votes polled by men dropped from 141,877 to 113,737 – 10 percent decline – while the votes polled by women from 101,902 to 71,150 between two elections – 13 percent decline. 
The number of invalid votes declined from 7,585 (three percent of the polled votes) during GE-2024 to 3,201 (two percent of the polled votes) in the by-election. On the other hand, the margin of victory of 47,804 votes during GE-2024 surged to 58,178 in the by-election. During the GE-2024 it was a three-way race among PPPP, PML-N and PTI-backed independent candidates, but the by-election turned to be a two-way contest between PPPP and PTI as PML-N didn’t field its candidate in favor of PPPP. 
PPPP’s vote share increased from 21 percent to 64 percent of polled votes while PTIs share declined from 44 percent to 32 percent. The candidate of PPPP secured 49,019 votes during GE-2024 and 116,429 during by-election. While the PTI-backed candidates had received 103,834 votes during GE-2024 and 58,251 votes during by-election. TLP’s vote share also decreased from 9,146 during GE-2024 to 3,522 in the by-election. 

2
Persisting Campaigning and Canvassing on Election Day


Canvassing around polling stations is a violation of the Section of 177 of the Elections Act, 2017 and the ECP’s Code of Conduct for Political Parties and Contesting Candidates. The law establishes a restricted zone around the polling stations ranging from 100 to 400 meters radius to set up party camps. Yet, FAFEN observers reported the presence of candidates’ camps in close proximity of 68 percent of the observed polling stations. Nearly 42 percent of the camps were displaying the candidates’ banners or such other advertisement materials. In 62 percent camps, the party supporters were providing voter chits to incoming persons at the party camps. These chits aid the polling staff in verifying the voters’ credentials on the electoral rolls but may become a canvassing method and/or violate voters’ secrecy if party or candidate’s name or symbol is printed on them. Around 42 percent of these camps were also observed to be distributing food among visitors. The observers also reported candidates’ or party-supported vehicles providing transport to the voters outside 67 percent of the observed polling stations. 
The observers witnessed the presence of the election campaign materials in the surroundings of the 42 percent of the observed polling stations. Around 35 percent of polling stations had flags or banners affixed on their boundary walls. In addition, FAFEN observers reported the presence of campaign materials inside the five percent of observed polling stations. 
Both major contenders, PPPP and PTI, were observed to be indulging in these violations whilst TLP and the independent candidates’ camps and campaign materials were also seen but at limited scale in comparison to PPPP and PTI.

3
Largely Compliant Voting Process 


The process of readying the polling stations prior to the commencement of voting largely adhered to the procedure laid out in the legal and regulatory frameworks as well as ECP’s guidelines to the polling staff. The FAFEN observers observed that the Presiding Officers were present at all observed polling stations before 8:00 a.m. and the polling agents were afforded the opportunity to inspect empty ballot boxes prior to their sealing by polling officials. None of the polling agents raised any objection to the pre-polling process at the observed polling stations. Meanwhile, the security officials were present inside the polling stations at the all observed polling stations. 
The general environment inside the observed polling stations was conducive for the efficient voting process. However, at two percent polling stations, presiding officers reported shortage of one or more items used during the electoral process including stationery, staff identification cards, or forms used during the electoral process. The majority of the Presiding Officers interviewed had a direct phone number of the Returning Officer to contact in case of any emergency situation. Around 15 percent stated that they do not have the direct number of RO. However, 23 percent replied that they had the contact details of the Returning Officers’ staff. 
Around 22 percent polling officers and 23 percent Assistant Presiding Officers (APOs) at observed polling stations reported they did not receive training before being assigned to the election duty and around 23 percent security officials did not receive the training before the deployed for the election-duty. Observers reported crowded scenes from two percent of the observed polling booths. The seating arrangements for the polling agents at 85 percent of the observed polling booths allowed them to keep an eye on the voting process while such an enabling environment was missing in the remaining 15 percent of the polling stations. 
The polling officers were observed to be checking the National Identity Cards (NIC), marking the thumbs of the eligible voters with indelible ink, obtaining their thumb impressions on electoral rolls and striking off their names on the electoral rolls at almost all the observed polling stations. However, they were noted not calling the name of the voters out loud so that the polling agents can hear and omit the name of the voter on the list of the electoral rolls available with them at 18 percent of the observed polling booths. 
At all of the observed polling stations, the Assistant Presiding Officers (APOs) were seen complying with the due process of ballot issuance – documenting the voter NIC number on the counterfoil, taking thumb impression, signing and stamping the counterfoil and back of ballot paper. However, the APOs at 65 percent of the observed polling stations reportedly had marked their signatures and official stamps on back of ballot paper beforehand. Though this practice is not forbidden under the existing legal and regulatory framework, such ballot papers may be prone to misuse.  Similarly, at seven percent of observed polling booths, voters were turned away either because they did not have original identity cards (NIC) or their vote was not registered at that polling booth or station.

4
Orderly Counting but Issues in Provision of Forms to Agents and Observers


The counting of the ballots took place in generally conducive environment across all of the observed polling stations. The candidates, their election agents or polling agents were present at all observed polling stations. The polling staff counted each candidate’s ballot piles twice at 71 percent of the observed polling stations. Legally, it is mandatory to count the ballots twice. At 29 percent of the polling stations, the polling staff counted the ballots thrice upon the request of the candidates’ agents. During the counting process, no observer was prevented from observing the counting of votes at the polling station.
The Presiding Officers provided the copies of the Result of the Count (Form-45) to all polling agents present during the counting process. However, the copies of Ballot Paper Account (Form-46) was not provided to the polling agents at 43 percent of the observed polling stations. The PrOs did not provide the copies of Form-45 to the election observers at 14 percent observed polling stations and Form-46 at 43 percent polling stations. Additionally, Form-45 was not posted outside the polling station building at 14 percent and FORM-46 at 86 percent of the observed stations. At 64 percent of the observed polling stations, the Presiding Officers did not ask polling agents to sign the result forms.

5
Polling Stations were Accessible to Voters on Wheelchairs

Accessible entry was possible for the voters on wheelchairs at the majority (88percent) of the polling stations. In line with the spirit of the law and ECP’s instructions, the security officials and polling officials were observed to be affording a preferential treatment to the persons with disabilities, elderly citizens, transgender and pregnant women in most cases where such voters presented themselves at the polling stations.
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