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Some of Tunisia's Islamist-led interim government's opponents like to argue that Islamists once in power do not let go—one man, one vote, one time. But the country's Islamist party, Nahda, which romped home to an easy win in last October's elections for a constituent assembly, has repeatedly declared its commitment to multi-party democracy. The choice to be made in drawing up a new constitution, senior Nahda figures say, is between an American-style presidential model or (as they prefer) a prime ministerial one as seen in Germany or Britain.

Elections for Tunisia's first fully-fledged elected government since the overthrow of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, the country's ousted president, are supposed to be held sometime between spring and summer in 2013, Hamadi Jebali, the prime minister, said on April 26th. The timing, a slippage from the year-long term originally envisaged for the assembly and interim government, has not drawn controversy, as deliberations on the new constitution are advancing painfully slowly. 

Tunisia's independent election commission, the ISIE, will have plenty of time to hone its organisational skills. Most people thought it did a reasonable job in October, despite failing to persuade many voters to register for the new electoral roll. However, a last-minute decision to allow anyone holding a national identity card to vote resulted in some confusion. The separate polling stations set up for unregistered voters were often too far for poor villagers deterred from voting by transport costs.

This and cynicism, especially among younger people, about the parties on offer contributed to a voter turnout of a little over 50% (some media reports cited a higher figure but that referred to turnout among pre-registered voters). Nahda secured 37% of the vote, ISIE figures show. That gave it 41% of seats in the assembly because almost 20% of votes went to tiny parties or independents who secured no seats. But only 17% of Tunisians eligible to vote actually stirred themselves that day to go out and vote for Nahda.

Anyone worried about Nahda's strong presence in the assembly will take little comfort from the fact that it would have had even more seats without proportional representation. The geographical spread of Nahda's supporters was impressive; it emerged as top party in all but one of the 33 large proportional representation constituencies used in October's vote. Had the poll taken place under the British system of first-past-the-post, for example, Nahda's hold over the assembly would have been far greater.

Copyright 2012 The Economist
