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Possible options for elections by the General Assembly without plenary meetings 

during the COVID-19 pandemic  

 

 

1. The purpose of this note is to set out various ways in which elections by the 

General Assembly could be held without plenary meetings in the light of the 

limitations on large gatherings introduced in order to reduce the spread of the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19). 

 

2. The General Assembly is scheduled to hold the following elections in the near 

future, particularly in June 2020: 

 

a) Election of non-permanent members of the Security Council; 

b) Election of members of the Economic and Social Council; 

c) Election of the President of the seventy-fifth session of the General 

Assembly; and 

d) Election of the Vice-Presidents of the seventy-fifth session of the General 

Assembly.1 

  

Elections where there is an agreed candidate or a clean slate   

 

3. If the number of candidates is equal to or does not exceed the number of vacant 

seats, there would usually be no need to hold a secret ballot.2  In these instances, the 

General Assembly could elect the candidates without a secret ballot, namely through 

the silence procedure pursuant to General Assembly decision 74/544 of 27 March 

2020 if decision 74/544 is extended beyond the end of May. 

 

4. Under this procedure, the President of the General Assembly could circulate a 

letter to all Member States and indicate the specific election and the names of 

candidates; propose that a secret ballot be dispensed with as the number of 

candidates is equal to or does not exceed the number of vacant seats; indicate that, if 

there is no objection until a specific date and time, those candidates would be 

considered elected; and indicate their terms of office and the date on which those 

terms begin in the event that they are elected. 

 

5. If there is no objection, the President of the General Assembly could circulate a 

letter to all Member States in order to notify the results. 

 

 

 

 

 
1 As far as the Chairs of the Main Committees of the General Assembly are concerned, the established 

practice is that the Main Committees will hold consecutive meetings in the General Assembly Hall to 

elect their Chairs, Vice-Chairs and Rapporteur on the day when the President and the Vice-Presidents 

are elected.  
2 Annex V of the rules of procedure of the General Assembly provides that “[t]he practice of 

dispensing with the secret ballot for elections to subsidiary organs when the number of candidates 

corresponds to the number of seats to be filled should become standard and the same practice should 

apply to the election of the President and Vice-Presidents of the General Assembly, unless a delegation 

specifically requests a vote on a given election” (para. 16). 
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Options for elections requiring secret ballots  

 

6. However, a secret ballot would have to be held, where a Member State requests 

a vote, even if the number of candidates does not exceed the number of seats to be 

filled.  Furthermore, the practice of dispensing with the secret ballot does not apply 

to the elections of the non-permanent members of the Security Council, the members 

of ECOSOC, and judges of the International Court of Justice, even if there is a clean 

slate.  The practice of dispensing with the secret ballot also does not apply to 

elections in which the number of candidates exceeds the number of seats to be filled.  

In these instances, one or more secret ballots would normally be held in order to fill 

the seats in question.  This document describes possible options for holding such 

secret ballots without plenary meetings during the COVID-19 pandemic.    

 

7. As none of the options outlined below is regulated by the existing rules, if any 

of them were to be actually used, the General Assembly would have to approve the 

proposed procedure through the silence procedure pursuant to decision 74/544. 

 

Option 1 – Casting of ballots at a specific venue announced prior to the election 

 

8. This option envisages representatives of Member States to physically visit a 

designated venue and cast their ballots.  This option envisages the following steps, 

on the understanding that there is an agreement on the procedure in advance, 

including the specific procedure to be applied to the election concerned. 

 

1) The President of the General Assembly circulates a letter to all Member 

States to notify: 

 

a. The dates on which the election will be held; 

b. The specific election(s) to be held and the number of vacant seats; 

c. The list of nominations; and 

d. The procedure to be applied to the election concerned. 

 

2) Representatives of Member States would visit the designated venue to cast 

their ballots. 

 

a. Members States could be grouped into different time slots so that, at 

any point in time, a large number of representatives are not present at 

the designated venue, in order to avoid the transmission of COVID-19.  

For example, each 30-minute time slot could be allotted for 20 Member 

States to cast their votes.  A time slot could be allotted for those who 

were not able to vote during the first allotted time slot. 

 

b. Representatives would receive the ballot when they physically visit the 

designated venue, following the presentation of a valid ID.  They will 

be requested to fill in the ballots and cast them in the ballot box on the 

spot.  

 

c. Secretariat officials will be physically present in order to supervise the 

balloting.  The tellers would be able to supervise the balloting process. 
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3) The results will then be certified by the tellers and transmitted to the 

President of the General Assembly. 

 

4) The President of the General Assembly circulates a letter to all Member 

States in order to notify of the results.  If another secret ballot is necessary, 

the announcement or letter would indicate that and the date(s) of the next 

secret ballot. 

 

5) The above procedure would be repeated until all the seats have been filled. 

 

9. As far as the requirement of a quorum is concerned, the General Assembly 

could decide that a number of ballot papers received by the Secretariat should at least 

amount to a majority of the members of the Assembly (i.e., 97) in order for the 

balloting process to be valid.3   

 

10. As far as the required majority is concerned, the relevant provisions of the 

Charter and the rules of procedure of the General Assembly should be followed.  For 

instance, a two-thirds majority of the members of the General Assembly present and 

voting is required for the election of non-permanent members of the Security 

Council.4   

 

Option 2: Casting votes by electronic means  

 

11. Another option is to cast the votes by electronic means.  One option and a 

variation of it are outlined below.  

 

Possible creation of a “e-Ballot” module  

  

12. The Secretariat is looking into the possibility of developing a new module that 

would allow Member States to cast their votes on an electronic ballot form in the e-

deleGATE portal. This option envisages the following steps: 

 

1) Each Member State would designate a voter from amongst those persons 

who are authorized to access the e-deleGATE portal. The person designated 

as the voter (“the voter”) will provide her/his e-mail address and mobile 

phone number to the Secretariat so that s/he will be given a randomized 

‘voter ID’ sent by SMS or/and by e-mail. 

 

2) The President of the General Assembly would send a letter to all Member 

States, circulating information on the election, including the voting start/end 

 
3 This is based on the fact that the presence of a majority of the members is required for any decision to 

be taken by the General Assembly in the usual plenary meetings pursuant to rule 67 of the rules of 

procedure of the General Assembly. 
4 Rule 86 of the rules of procedure of the General Assembly defines the phrase “members present and 

voting” as “members casting an affirmative or negative vote” and further provides that “[m]embers 

which abstain from voting are considered as not voting.”  In the case of elections, negative votes are 

usually not cast.  Therefore, “members present and voting” would be those that have cast their ballots, 

minus those that have cast invalid ballots and abstained from voting (= those that cast blank ballots). 
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date and time. A reminder could be sent to Member States by email when 

voting has started. 

 

3) Once the voting has commenced, the voter will first log into e-deleGATE 

and select the electronic secret balloting module. When clicking a button to 

open the e-ballot form, the voter will be given a randomized code (voter 

key) sent by SMS or/and by e-mail to access the e-ballot form. The voter 

will cast their vote by filling out their e-ballot form and pressing SUBMIT 

button. The voter will be able to modify or delete their e-ballot form for an 

unlimited number of times until the voting deadline. 

 

4) All ballots will be automatically anonymized throughout the voting and 

counting process. The e-deleGATE system will be able to count all ballots 

and automatically produce the voting results5. The Secretariat staff and 

tellers can also remotely audit the voting results by reviewing the 

anonymized ballots online. 

 

13. The President of the General Assembly would circulate a letter to all Member 

States in order to notify the results.  If another secret ballot is necessary, the 

announcement or the letter would indicate that and the dates of the next secret ballot. 

 

14. The above procedure would be repeated until all the seats have been filled. 

 

15. If developed, this new module on e-deleGATE will go through additional 

security checks with the Office of Information and Communications Technology 

(OICT) before its deployment. Thus, the module will be secure enough to minimize 

the risk of being hacked or for external actors to change the votes. 

 

16. Once the IT team in DGACM (Business Analysis Section) is requested to 

commence the development work, it would take approximately 1.5 months to go 

through development and tests and to be in a position to deploy it. 

 

 

 

 

 

28 April 2020 

 
5 If the e-ballot sheet contains free-text fields where representatives may type in the names of candidates, the data 

entered in those fields will be manually counted. 


