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CONAKRY, Guinea — After weeks of delays, ethnic tensions and clashes between the police and rival groups of supporters, this mineral-rich but poor West African nation quietly went to the polls Sunday to choose its first-ever democratically elected president. 



A Guinean man has his voting card checked by election officials before casting his ballot at a polling station in Conakry, Guinea. (Jerome Delay/Associated Press)

Sunday’s vote unfolded calmly as citizens lined up outside schools and other polling places, waiting to cast ballots in a runoff election originally scheduled for last summer. Since then, disputes over the leadership of the electoral commission and fighting between rival ethnic groups allied with each of the two candidates have led to repeated postponements. 

But apart from the late arrival of voting materials — ink and ballots — at polling places in this nation of about 10 million people, international observers said they noted few hitches on Sunday. 

Guinea, the world’s leading exporter of bauxite, a key component of aluminum, nonetheless ranks near the bottom of the United Nations Human Development Index, and has been ruled by a series of brutal and rapacious dictators since independence from France in 1958. 

The cycle was finally broken a year ago when the latest dictator, an erratic young army officer who had taken charge the previous year, was gravely wounded in an assassination attempt that followed a massacre by his forces of nearly 160 antigovernment demonstrators in the main stadium in September 2009. 

Elections were organized by the officer’s successor, Gen. Sékouba Konaté, who had become the transitional president and declared his willingness to hand over power. 

But the initial optimism of late June, when the country held a peaceful primary vote after more than five decades of dictatorship, dampened as political rivalry split along ethnic lines. 

The two candidates in Sunday’s vote, a former prime minister, Celou Dalein Diallo, and Alpha Conde, for decades a leading opponent of the country’s dictators, represent, respectively, Guinea’s two leading ethnicities, the Peul and the Malinké. 

Peuls were particular targets in last year’s stadium massacre, and relations between the two groups have become tense. Mr. Diallo won 43 percent of the vote in June, to Mr. Conde’s 18 percent, and is widely favored to win the runoff. As the vote was repeatedly delayed, ethnic tensions increased, amid confusion over who was in charge of the election. 

The first head of the electoral commission was convicted of fraud and died in Paris a short while later. His replacement was accused by Mr. Diallo, who is from a different ethnic group, of bias. In October, a Malian general was appointed to head the commission, calming the rival camps. But before that, there were repeated violent clashes. In September, one person was killed and dozens were wounded in fighting in the streets here in the capital between groups of supporters of Mr. Diallo and Mr. Conde. 

Late in October, security forces used live ammunition during a demonstration; one man was killed. In the north, hundreds of Peuls fled their homes in majority-Malinké villages to escape the ethnic violence. 

Elsewhere, voter after voter expressed the simple hope that the election, however it turned out, would simply bring peace. Results are expected by the middle of next week. 

“I just hope God gives Guineans a president who can bring us together,” said Lamine Diallo, a law student in Conakry. “If we finally get a good president, the international donors, and the international community, will be more inclined to help us.” 

Abdourahmane Diallo reported from Conakry, and Adam Nossiter from Dakar, Senegal.
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