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R arely does a country have such a clear choice as Iran did on June 12. On that day, nearly 40 million people
voted for a president. The incumbent, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, pledged to continue his economic policies and
his anti-Western, Holocaust-denying, nuclear-confrontational approach. His main opponent, Mir Hossein Mousavi,

promised economic reform, increasing openness with the West, human rights, and nuclear negotiations.

While some polling stations were still open, the Interior Ministry declared Ahmadinejad the winner by a landslide.
The opposition rejected it, and despite arrests and beatings, the protests have continued. Ahmadinejad's and

Mousavi's supporters both proclaim their candidate won.

But to all others, it is clear there were substantial irregularities. Although Ahmadinejad's crackdown appears
designed to end questions about his legitimacy, even conservative clerics are demanding answers from the state.

Here is what we know happened -- and a plan to prevent fraud in the next election.

Using even a minimal standard, there are good reasons for Iranians not to trust election results. The president-
controlled Interior Ministry conducts elections in Iran. It denies opposition observers access to polling stations and
counts the votes. Only half of Mousavi's observers were permitted to observe polling stations in the capital city of
Tehran; they had even less access in the rest of the country. None of the observers were permitted to see whether the
ballot boxes were empty when the vote began. Nor were they permitted to accompany the mobile ballot boxes, which
collected nearly one-third of the votes. And no Mousavi or impartial observers accompanied the ballot boxes from

local wards to the provincial committees and finally to Tehran for the count.

Before the election, the reformists' Committee for Safeguarding the Votes expressed concern that 54 million ballots
were printed -- millions more than for past elections and 8 million more than the number of eligible voters.
Moreover, some ballots did not have serial numbers. About 40 million people voted, but no one accounted for the

other 14 million ballots.

The Committee for Safeguarding the Votes also said it found a large number of Mousavi votes after the election,
including some in the northern forests of Iran. It surmised that these votes were removed from the boxes and
replaced with votes for Ahmadinejad. Mousavi himself claims he has evidence that the total number of votes
exceeded the number of eligible voters by as much as 40 percent in more than 170 constituencies. Some of the party

observers claim ballots for Ahmadinejad featured the same handwriting in the same ink.

These accusations of fraud are credible. Even the conservative Guardian Council has acknowledged that as many as
3 million votes might have been fraudulent. But, given the way the system operates, no one knows with certainty

how many votes were legitimate and how much fraud occurred.

In many other countries with rigged electoral systems, opposition members boycott. That did not happen in Iran --
and now, millions are risking their lives to compel the authorities to count their votes accurately. As the protest

moves to its next phase, the country could stave off a crisis by agreeing to four fundamental electoral safeguards.
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The single most important step is to transfer election responsibilities from the Interior Ministry and the Guardian
Council to a nonpartisan and independent national election commission. Iran should also create a nonpartisan
elections court, composed of judges and lawyers. All the major political parties should have a veto on nominees so as

to ensure that the judges are acceptable to all the parties.

Second, the Election Commission should certify the candidates according to clear and fair criteria, and they should
prevent any intimidation, and guarantee access to the entire electoral process by domestic and international
election observers. Domestic observers are absolutely essential to assuring a free election and detecting fraud; and

international observers help the process by magnifying the voice of the domestic observers.

Third, the ballot boxes should be opened for all to see before the election begins, and observers should accompany

mobile and other ballot boxes through the day.

Finally, counting should occur at every polling site. Observers should watch the count, sign the declaration of results,
and keep a copy. The final announcement should publicize the results of each of the polling stations, so that people

can detect any vote discrepancy.

Much else needs to be done to build confidence in the electoral process and assure votes are counted fairly. But if
these four fundamental elements of electoral reform are accepted and implemented, the next election in Iran would
be much freer and fairer. The reforms would also allow Iranians and the world to locate and denounce any fraud. The
opposition has asked for a new election, but without these four reforms, that is unlikely to be any fairer than the

previous one. Only with such reforms can Iranians know when their votes count, and when their voices are stolen.

What role should the West and the United States play at this time? It is obvious that Ahmadinejad and his allies
would like to blame all of Iran's problems on the West -- especially the United States and Britain. The government's
case against the opposition is that its members are surrogates of the West. For these countries to be seen as

meddling in Iran's affairs would be counter-productive.

On the other hand, the democratic community cannot be silent; it needs to find the most appropriate and legitimate
way to express its support for democracy in Iran and elsewhere. The best way to reconcile these two somewhat
conflicted messages -- avoid meddling but provide more support for Iran's democrats -- is if the world's great
Muslim democracies, which have diplomatic relations with Iran -- like Indonesia and Lebanon -- to carry the
message. Those countries should propose a resolution to the U.N. Human Rights Council, calling for an end to

repression and for genuine electoral reform.

It now appears that Ahmadinejad will try to consolidate a hard-line government and will ruthlessly suppress all

legitimate protest movements. If he chooses this path, he will further undermine his efforts to win legitimacy.

The battle for reform has just begun. The only question is when it will prevail. Within Iran's regime, a group of clerics
holds that the Islamic Republic should be genuinely democratic. In the end, the major hope for democracy will

depend on their acknowledging the flaws in the electoral system and deciding to reform it.

Mehdi Khalaji is a senior fellow at The Washington Institute, focusing on Iranian politics and the politics of Shiite
groups in the Middle East. Robert Pastor is a professor and co-director of the Center for Democracy and Election
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