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This In Brief is Part 2 in a series marking the first 
anniversary of Vanuatu’s first ever national referendum 
in May 2024. Part 1 describes the political significance 
of the referendum and its outcome. Here, Part 2 
describes the referendum management process.

As a young democracy, Vanuatu’s national 
referendum on 29 May 2024 was a first for a country 
that is more familiar with ‘traditional’ elections. The 
country has successfully conducted 13 national 
elections and numerous other local government and by-
elections since gaining independence on 30 July 1980. 
In December 2023, the parliamentary passage of major 
political reforms required the Vanuatu government 
to conduct a national referendum on proposed 
constitutional reforms designed to strengthen political 
integrity. Vanuatu’s commitment to participative 
democracy, where there is political equality of all 
citizens to directly elect parliamentarians, was again 
shown during the May 2024 referendum.

Under Article 86 of the Constitution of the Republic 
of Vanuatu, a national referendum is required when 
reforms are proposed to any one of three matters: the 
parliamentary system (which this referendum related 
to), the electoral system, or the three official languages 
(Bislama, English, French). The Referendum Act No. 4 of 
2004 provides for the conduct of national referenda.

The Act, which was amended in 2016 and 2023, 
requires the Vanuatu Electoral Commission (EC) to 
administer a national referendum. In early 2024, an 
amendment was introduced to clarify the criteria 
for voter eligibility as being a person who is 18 years 
or older, a ni-Vanuatu citizen, and in possession of a 
national ID card. The 2024 amendment also permitted 
those not yet registered on the electoral roll to vote 
in a national referendum if they met these criteria. A 
new Regulation Order No. 57 of 2024 was developed 
in April by the EC to provide greater specificity to the 
Referendum Act in the conduct of a referendum, such 
as processes for voter registration, awareness periods, 
polling and counting procedures among others.

The EC is a constitutional body established by 
Article 18 of Vanuatu’s constitution. Of the total 
three members appointed by the president, acting 
in accordance with the advice of the Judicial Service 
Commission, at least one must be a woman. In 2024, 
the members were Edward Kaltamat (Chair), Linnes 
Moli Tariaga, and Pastor Shem Tema. The Electoral 
Office, housed within the Ministry of Internal Affairs, 

serves as the EC’s secretariat and was led by Principal 
Electoral Officer Guilain Malesas. It provided overall 
oversight of the polling management processes as per 
both the Referendum and Electoral Acts, as well as the 
Referendum Regulation Order.

On 19 January 2024, the EC declared 29 May 
the referendum polling day. With only 146 days to 
administer an entirely new process for the nation, 
due consideration was given to: (a) confirmation and 
clarity of questions, (b) voter awareness of referendum 
processes, and (c) overall polling management.

For the first time, the whole of Vanuatu was 
considered a single national constituency. Unlike in 
general elections, the referendum outcome would 
be determined by the simple majority rule, or more 
than 50 per cent of valid votes cast, rather than on a 
constituency-level basis.

On 7 February, President Nikenike Vurobaravu 
officially launched the referendum process. The 
Vanuatu government began an extensive VT350 
million (US$3.5 million) referendum public awareness 
campaign, facilitated through the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs. Within this budget, VT1 million (US$10,000) 
was assigned to each of the 52 MPs to assist with 
awareness and outreach. Prime Minister Charlot Salwai 
stated at the launch, ‘This referendum is a commitment 
from all of us to strengthen our nation.’

The Ministry of Internal Affairs appointed three 
oversight committees. These were: the National 
Eminent Persons Advisory Group, comprising former 
presidents and prime ministers; a communications 
committee to develop strategy and manage 
misinformation; and an outreach and awareness 
committee to ensure reach to every eligible voter.

National awareness activities officially began on 
7 February and closed on 27 May 2024, with Internal 
Affairs Minister Johnny Koanapo actively touring the 
country and ni-Vanuatu diaspora abroad to encourage 
voter participation.

On 16 February, two specific referendum questions 
were launched to deal with proposed parliamentary 
regulation of political affiliations of political parties 
(designated article 17A) and of independents, single-
member parties and custom movements (designated 
article 17B). The latter are grassroots movements 
connecting cultural and state systems.

A major change introduced by the referendum was 
that the designation of a single national constituency 
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enabled eligible voters to cast their vote at any official 
polling station in-country or abroad.

Another change was that for the first time voting 
would be based only on national biometric ID cards, 
whereas in previous general elections voters primarily 
used non-biometric electoral cards. Chairman Kaltamat 
anticipated that this would allow voter turnout to be 
assessed more accurately. This, in turn, would advance 
the Electoral Office’s ongoing efforts to minimise 
duplicate registrations and produce a more accurate roll.

At the time of polling, the EC estimated there were 
209,745 eligible voters, almost 100,000 voters less 
than on the 2022 electoral roll. This difference, the EC 
maintained, was due to incremental improvements to the 
accuracy of the voter registry, made possible due to the 
introduction of biometric national ID cards.

Unlike in a general election, the voting period for 
the referendum was permitted to occur over multiple 
days, from 29 May to 2 June 2024, to factor in overseas 
polling stations: Australia (13), New Caledonia (1), Fiji 
(3), and New Zealand (5). Over 370 polling stations were 
managed across Vanuatu and in these four countries. 
Additional personnel were recruited to the Electoral 
Office to ensure coordination of polling across multiple 
sites. Vanuatu’s high commissions and consulates 
facilitated offshore polling stations, with Electoral 
Office staff provided to assist in some cases. Secure 
transportation of ballot boxes was arranged via official 
government channels abroad, and the police and mobile 
force played a key role in ballot security within Vanuatu.

During public discussions facilitated through VBTC 
(Vanuatu Broadcasting and Television Corporation), the 
national public broadcaster, concerns were raised that 
voter turnout might be low as in the 2022 snap election 
(which was an all-time low of 48.4%). The referendum 
recorded a 45 per cent overall voter turnout, with over 
90,000 voters casting their vote.

The low turnout is attributed to a few factors. While 
the Vanuatu government’s significant investment in 
voter awareness was important, lines were blurred 
by a decision to officially pursue a ‘yes’ campaign, 
compromising the Electoral Office’s role as a neutral 
facilitator of a referendum. A vocal ‘no’ campaign had 
also emerged in response. These factors — coupled with 
misinformation via social media that cultivated public 
confusion about the referendum’s purpose, legitimacy, 
and process — had a bearing on voter turnout.

The referendum outcome was determined by a 
simple majority (Willie 8/2/2024). Counting of ballots 

was conducted openly and livestreamed for the 
public. The announcement of the result was originally 
scheduled for 10 June but deferred to 13 June to verify 
mismatches in polling data. The majority of votes — 
59.28% and 57.98% on 17A and 17B, respectively — 
declared ‘yes’ to reforms on both questions, signalling 
popular support for political stability.

In October 2024, a new legal challenge to the 
referendum results was lodged, citing insufficient 
prior public consultation among a long list of concerns 
relating to alleged violations of constitutional provisions 
relevant to the referendum and associated Acts (Tabi 
1/10/2024). At the time of writing, the status of the case 
remains unclear; however, if successful, it could produce 
additional legal battles for the government.

The Vanuatu government’s commitment to 
facilitating a transparent and fair polling process for 
the May 2024 referendum was evident in the allocation 
of substantial financial, personnel, and logistical 
support throughout the 146-day process, from launch 
to final outcome. The referendum was a milestone 
that signalled a shift in voter and polling management 
processes, producing more accurate electoral roll and 
introducing a different form of balloting. The low 45 
per cent voter turnout prompted Minister Koanapo to 
propose compulsory voting in referenda. On 7 May 
2025, Vanuatu’s 14th legislature approved further 
constitutional amendments to introduce compulsory 
voting, which will be subject to a future referendum. 
As the top-ranking Pacific Island nation in the 2024 
Global State of Democracy index, Vanuatu’s efficient 
referendum management underscores why Vanuatu 
continues to perform highly on measures of democratic 
governance, regardless of political instability.
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