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The upcoming elections scheduled for December 23, 2018 in the Democratic Republic of

the Congo face various challenges of security, logistics, and equal freedoms if the elections are to

truly be free, fair, and credible. The United States is principally concerned with the DRC’s

refusal to accept international aid and support for administering the elections and the DRC’s

decision to implement the use of electronic voting machines. Security, during the campaigning

process, elections, and the aftermath, could have the potential to be insufficient and politically

biased if it were solely provided by Congolese government forces. Opposition rallies could be

unfairly suppressed (while the ruling party’s rallies are allowed) and voting centers in opposition

strongholds could become violent, especially considering an increase in violence in the eastern

part of the country.

The US does not believe that the Congolese government can logistically provide and

coordinate the necessary measures to ensure a free and smooth election. The transportation of

voting machines, along with the reliability and quantity of voter assistance services, come into

question with a refusal of international support. While the voting machines on their own create

many issues, the lack of unbiased, international support furthers these problems. The logistics of

testing, charging, and teaching voters how to use the machines have not yet been laid out by the

Congolese government, raising doubts as to whether the elections will proceed smoothly. The

possibility of voters not knowing how to use the machines could become a form of voter

suppression, and, if DRC officials are helping citizens to vote, these voters could be pressured

into voting for the ruling party since their votes will not be secret. Lastly, the electronic security

of these machines is questionable, compromising the guarantee of credible results, especially

when the Congolese government has such control over the elections’ administration. We believe
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that the combination of these issues can damage the potential of safe, free, and fair elections,

undermining the legitimacy of the prevailing candidate.

This election comes at a crucial turning point for the DRC; it provides an opportunity for

the country’s first peaceful transition of power. We applaud President Kabila’s decision to not

seek a third term in violation of constitutionally mandated term limits. However, this decision is

only the first step in the DRC’s attempt to establish a free democracy. According to the

Brookings Institution, “international observers adjudged [the 2011 presidential election] to have

been pervaded with fraud and irregularities.” For this election, Kabila selected Emmanuel1

Ramazani Shadary who is considered “a die-hard Kabila loyalist,” which raises concerns about

the incumbency advantage of his party, of which Kabila will remain the leader. In fact, over the2

past few years in the Kabila government, Shadary “was responsible for mobilising the military to

suppress public protests over the delayed elections.” Shadary’s ties to the ruling government3

concern the US greatly, especially as “The World Bank’s indicators for government effectiveness

and control of corruption in the DRC declined between 2008 and 2014, suggesting that

corruption is getting worse.” These already delayed elections will have a tremendous impact on4

a country that continues to struggle with violence and corruption. We recommend that our

concerns and suggestions be taken into consideration by the Congolese government and CENI in

order to ensure that the elections of December 23rd are free, fair, and credible with a smooth

transfer of power.

4"Democracy, Human Rights and Governance | Democratic Republic of the Congo." U.S. Agency for International
Development. February 27, 2018.

3 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA.
September 25, 2018, 6.

2 Kermeliotis, Teo. "With a Month to Key Elections, 'difficult times Ahead' for DRC." GCC News | Al Jazeera.
November 23, 2018.

1Mbaku, John Mukum. "What Is at Stake for the DRC Presidential Election?" Brookings.edu. August 29, 2018.
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As stated before, many of our foreseen challenges to electoral integrity and safety

involved the DRC’s refusal to accept international aid to administer the elections. First, we

would like to highlight the need for impartial security, particularly related to the campaigning

process. Given the recent history of unfair suppression of speech and assembly, we are opposed

to the monopoly of force and decision-making belonging to the Congolese government. Human

Rights Watch discovered that “in 2017 alone more than 300 opposition members, journalists and

pro-democracy activists were illegally detained.” We do not want to see this trend continue5

through the campaigning process because it would pose a major threat to credible and fair

elections. Human Rights Watch continues in their report, “many were arrested while planning or

starting peaceful protests,” which we believe to be a crucial form of democratic expression. Al6

Jazeera states that Kabila’s government is “controlling public debate to silence dissent in the

lead-up to the vote and refusing access to any potential watchdogs.” We stress that a democratic7

society ought to embrace public discourse, not control it. In addition to a broad suppression of

speech, the bias selectivity as reported in Al Jazeera is even more concerning, stating “the

authorities have shown outright bias and selectivity in allowing the ruling party's public rallies

while cracking down on dissent, rallies and protests by the opposition supporters and critics of

the government.” These reports demonstrate evidence that public expression is being unfairly8

suppressed by the Kabila government, making their control over demonstrations and speeches

unpredictable and less legitimate. There is no way for the Kabila government to prove to its

citizens and the international community that it will not use bias in its determinations on what

8 Ibid.
7 Kermeliotis, Teo. "With a Month to Key Elections, 'difficult times Ahead' for DRC." GCC News | Al Jazeera.
6 Ibid.

5 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA,
7.
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demonstrations are allowed to proceed, causing the US to believe that unbiased, international

actors should have some role and control over the determinations and security operations of

campaign events.

The continuation of violence even unrelated to campaign events provides an additional

concern for the DRC entirely managing security. A USAID report states, “ongoing or increased

violence could also prevent elections from being held in some locations and the government may

use instances of civil unrest and/or population displacement as a reason to push back the date of

the elections,” which we believe to be unnecessary reasons to infringe on the democratic and

electoral process considering international support is available to handle these instances of

violence. If citizens in the affected communities feel unsafe, their likelihood of voting decreases,9

and thus we will outline measures to ensure the security of all citizens, in contrast to the

Congolese government’s decision to provide all security. The Congo Research Group reported

that “the majority of the respondents (55 percent) felt in November 2018 that there was an

increased chance for civil conflicts in coming months” and that “this appears to be an indictment

of the country’s leadership,” providing further reasoning that Congolese government security is

insufficient for free and fair elections.10

The decision to use electronic voting machines has created a substantial and unnecessary

amount of issues related to electoral logistics and integrity. Logistically, we are concerned with

the adequate functionality of the machines, especially in rural areas, which has yet to be proven

10A Political Opinion Poll: An Update On A Contentious Political Process. Report no. 3. Congo Research Group.
March 2018, 7.

9 United States. USAID/CEPPS. Assessment of Electoral Preparations in the Democratic Republic of the Congo

(DRC). May 8, 2018, 6.
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by CENI. It is worth noting that the same voting machines were rejected by the Argentine

government in 2017 for lack of functionality. In fact, “in a report earlier this year, [the DRC

Research Group] said two of three machines that Congo wanted to test in gubernatorial elections

in August malfunctioned before the vote,” demonstrating that CENI has failed to prove their

effectiveness, raising suspicion over their adamant demands to use them. Moreover, the security11

of the machines and the vote tallies are easily compromised, undermining their legitimacy. The

Center for Democracy and Technology discovered that “the system has a number of unprotected

input ports. For example, a USB stick is inserted into the machine to activate a new voter

session, despite the fact that USB sticks are a popular vector for malware to spread, and there is

no indication that a rogue USB stick would be noticed by DRC election workers.” Machines12

that pose such a vulnerability to hacking are very concerning to the US. Iraq employed the same

machines for their elections, and now face an electoral dispute and recount.13

Adding to the concerns about the counting of votes is the transmission of the voting

tallies to CENI. In their investigative effort, CDT also discovered that the “machines have 2G/3G

cellular modems, the use of which is not specified by the Congolese government. This means

that the machines could be used to transmit official votes from polling locations to election

headquarters over cellular connections that can be easily blocked or modified in transit.” We14

have two main concerns with this discovery. First, the unreliability of cellular services in rural

regions may prevent adequate and accurate transmission of the voting tallies. Also, with the

Congolese government managing the election entirely on its own with no international observers,

14 Hall, Joseph Lorenzo. "New Voting System Vulnerabilities in Congo." Center for Democracy & Technology.
13 Electronic Voting Technology DRC: Security Vulnerabilities and Déjà Vu.Report. The Sentry. June 2018, 6.

12 Hall, Joseph Lorenzo. "New Voting System Vulnerabilities in Congo." Center for Democracy & Technology. June
20, 2018.

11"Voting Machines Raise Worries in DRC Ahead of Elections." News24. June 21, 2018.
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voting officials or hackers could intentionally block or modify the tallies, especially in

opposition strongholds. This concern is echoed by the opposition and civil society organizations

who “cried foul when the Congolese government announced plans to introduce electronic voting

technology.”15

The new voting equipment also faces challenges with citizens who are unaware how to

use the technology, raising concerns related to the lack of voter secrecy in addition to more clear

obstacles of simply being unable to vote. Rural areas and areas where people are less exposed to

technology or speak a language other than French (the only language offered on the voting

machines) face disproportionate challenges that we believe require international assistance.

News 24 reported these concerns, writing “the machines also raise concerns that many of DRC's

more than 40 million registered voters will have trouble casting ballots with the unfamiliar

technology.” The solution that CENI proposed for this is simply to have election officials assist16

those citizens who require it. However, SAIA reveals that “the use of these machines could

compromise the secrecy of the vote as many citizens are unlikely to have encountered this kind

of technology before and would thus require assistance.” Having an election official assist a17

citizen with voting merely gives this person, an employee of the government, the ability to

observe and possibly coerce a vote. The lack of impartial observers further complicates this

problem as the Kabila government has full control over this “voter assistance.” Besides the voter

assistance contributing to a lack of voter secrecy, the CDT investigation reveals that “since each

of these barcodes includes ballot-specific information to prevent double-voting, this destroys

17 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA,
8.

16"Voting Machines Raise Worries in DRC Ahead of Elections." News24. June 21, 2018.
15 Electronic Voting Technology DRC: Security Vulnerabilities and Déjà Vu.Report. The Sentry, 1.
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ballot secrecy in a fragile national environment where voter coercion and intimidation are very

serious threats to election integrity.” Election officials are able to identify whom each citizen18

voted for, and in a local sense, this is incredibly dangerous. People may feel threatened to not

vote for opposition parties due to the consequences they could face by their votes being

discovered by an election official they know or simply fearing any other consequence of going

against the ruling party. Overall, the use of electronic voting machines discredits the integrity of

the elections in relation to security, secrecy, and the technology itself, contributing to the public’s

“pervading sense of distrust.”19

While the US government is deeply concerned about the aforementioned issues to the

prospects of free and fair elections, we have offered clear recommendations to the Congolese

government to help ensure better elections. We strongly recommend that CENI accept

MONUSCO support for security and logistical assistance, as well as to enforce electoral

impartiality. We suggest that MONUSCO be able to provide security for campaign rallies, in

conjunction with Congolese government forces, and also have a stake in determining which

rallies are prohibited, solely for reasons of violence or other forms of breaking law and order.

The input of an impartial force in these determinations helps to prevent opposition groups from

being unfairly suppressed in their speech and assembly. Also, MONUSCO is experienced and

trained to handle outbreaks of violence impartially as it has done for years, helping to provide a

safer environment conducive to greater voter turnout. An opinion poll conducted by the

Congolese Research Group shows that 77% of respondents have a positive view of MONUSCO,

demonstrating that their presence in providing security would be more welcomed and viewed as

19 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA,
8.

18 Hall, Joseph Lorenzo. "New Voting System Vulnerabilities in Congo." Center for Democracy & Technology.
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fairer than a monopoly of force by government troops given that the same poll showed that only

20% of respondents have a positive view of President Kabila. MONUSCO support would also20

address any violence that would prevent citizens from feeling safe going to the polls. Such

violence could be unrelated to the elections, where MONUSCO would simply provide more

safety, or in opposition strongholds, where a large presence of only Congolese government forces

could use direct or indirect coercion against voters. For security purposes, MONUSCO provides

the needed troops, experience, and impartiality required to ensure peace in the country and

fairness in the use of force. This suggestion has international and specific UN support as

demonstrated by Resolution 2409 which “gives MONUSCO an extensive mandate to assist in

the election roll-out in accordance with the 31 December Agreement of 2016 while maintaining

peace and security throughout the DRC.”21

MONUSCO would also provide the needed logistical and transportation support

necessary to conduct elections. We are concerned that CENI does not have the capacity and

efficiency to transport the voting machines and materials to the 90,000 voting locations,

especially those in rural areas. We suggest that CENI allow MONUSCO helicopters to transport

these materials as has been done in past elections to guarantee that all voting stations are fairly

given the necessary materials. Congolese government opposition to transportation assistance

raises suspicion of election interference since this aspect would solely utilize MONUSCO

resources and not give them a role in any form of decision making.

21 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA,
14.

20 A Political Opinion Poll: An Update On A Contentious Political Process. Report no. 3. Congo Research Group,
11, 17.
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Polling stations should be staffed with international observers and MONUSCO forces to

create a safe and credible environment. A Congolese Research Group report states that “many of

the concerns of the CENI’s critics could be assuaged with greater transparency and oversight.”22

The presence of impartial observers would also help solve some aspects of the ballot secrecy

problems. These observers should be trained to use the machines so that they are the personnel

helping citizens vote inside the voting booths, not government officials. Putting MONUSCO in

these roles would enhance the credibility of these elections that CENI, an organization that 69%

of poll respondents do not trust, insists on conducting unilaterally. Lastly, considering the23

extensive issues with functionality and threats to electoral integrity regarding the electronic

voting machines, we strongly suggest the use of paper ballots, which are more trusted, tested,

transparent, and easier than machines, while also heightening the level of voter secrecy.

We are making two simple requests to the Congolese government to help ensure credible,

free, and fair elections in December: accept MONUSCO/international support and use paper

ballots. These requests do not place a heavy burden on the government, and their refusal to

follow these guidelines raise suspicion and hypocrisy. The Congolese government insists that it

can fully fund and administer these elections unilaterally, but the SAIA report highlights that

“the government has allocated $1 billion to run the election without foreign assistance, yet in

2016 a lack of funds was the government’s main justification for delaying the election” and

states that “unexpected mining profits [will] be the source of its revenue.” News24 reports that24

in response to international pressure over the vote, the Congolese government has said it will

24 Lalbahadur, Aditi, and Elizabeth Sidiropoulos. "Troubling times Ahead: Election Scenarios for the DRC." SAIIA,
13-14.

23 A Political Opinion Poll: An Update On A Contentious Political Process. Report no. 3. Congo Research Group, 8.
22 The Electronic Voting Controversy in the Congo.Report no. 1. Congo Research Group. April 2018, 3.
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fund the election itself in an effort to defend what it called its national sovereignty,” which seems

like a contradictory statement considering that the DRC continues to accept humanitarian aid

from the United States and other foreign governments. With the presence of our outlined25 26

suggestions and the support of the UN, we are suspicious of the continued denial of assistance

with regards to the elections. Thus, we strongly recommend that the Congolese government

accept MONUSCO support and use paper ballots before it is too late to implement these policies

in order to guarantee credible and fair elections for all involved.

26 U.S. State Department. U.S. Mission to the United Nations. "Remarks at a UN Security Council Briefing on the
Situation Concerning the Democratic Republic of the Congo." News release, August 27, 2018.

25 "Voting Machines Raise Worries in DRC Ahead of Elections." News24. June 21, 2018.
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