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LEON’s Position Paper on the Introduction of technology / 

Biometric Voter Registration (BVR) in Liberia Elections 

 

 

Context  
 

The National Elections Commission (NEC) announced that it will be rolling out Biometric 

Voter Registration (BVR) for use during the upcoming 2023 General Election. This, according 

to the NEC, has been motivated by several factors among them the high number of multiple 

registrations seen during previous exercises. The last full national voter registration exercise 

was conducted for 2017 general elections, followed by voter roll update before the 2020 Special 

Senatorial Elections and Referendum. Nearly 2.5 million voters are now registered to vote. 

Distrust, nevertheless, remains over the accuracy of the voter’s roll, notably due to the alleged 

duplication of voter’s cards, difficulties with identification and allocation of voters per precinct, 

‘trucking of voters’, among others1. A total of 170,000 suspected duplicates were extracted and 

4,567 records were confirmed to have appeared multiple times and were therefore removed 

from the roll2. 

 

The Carter Center, in its final report for the 2017 General Election noted that during the 

exhibition period, several issues were identified, including the misallocation of voters to 

polling places as well as missing, duplicate, or inaccurate entries on the roll. This in turn, 

according to the report, the nature and extent of the issues discovered impacted voter and 

stakeholder confidence in the integrity of the list3.  

 

To address these anomalies, the National Elections Commission (NEC), with UNDP and 

ECOWAS technical support, initiated a feasibility study on the potential to introduce new 

technology in voter registration and election processes, including a possible biometric voter 

registration (BVR) system. The study was to assess whether any new technology is useful, 

feasible, and advisable in the Liberian context in time for the 2023 elections. The study will 

assess all aspects of introducing BVR and will make recommendations based on the viability, 

financing options, appropriate application, sustainability, and cost-effectiveness of technology 

in both voter registration and electoral processes in Liberia. 
 

In order to ensure transparency in the process, trust in the report, and full national ownership a 

Reference Committee on Electoral Technology was constituted to which the Liberian Election 

Observation Network (LEON) was represented. To ensure a broad consultative process to 

inform LEON’s position on the introduction of BVR, LEON convened a panel discussion on 

19 July 2021 focusing on the introduction of the BVR with a view of developing a position 

paper that will feed into the ongoing discussion on the introduction of BVR.  The panel 

discussion provided a platform to discuss and inform an inclusive and transparent position 

paper on the process. The discussion unpacked the challenges and proffer solutions to some of 

the challenges that may be anticipated during the introduction of the BVR.  

 

The objectives of the panel discussion were: 

• To provide an electoral participation platform on the introduction of the BVR; 

 
1 NEC Concept note on the introduction of new electoral technology for the 2023 General Elections with 
emphasis on BVR  
2 NEC Policy Paper No.4 https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-
18.pdf Accessed 23/07/21 
3 Nation Elections in Liberia, Fall 2017, Final Report The Carter Center pg 41 

https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
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• To provide a platform that contributions to citizen attitudes towards the introduction of 

the BVR 

• Facilitate civil society and partners’ access to citizen opinions on the introduction of 

the BVR 

• To provide an experience sharing platform on best practices in introducing the BVR in 

Liberia. 
 

This position paper, by LEON, on the introduction of the BVR is informed by this broad 

inclusive process of soliciting views on the issues and captures key feedback from the panel 

discussion. We would like to thank the NEC for providing us with this platform to share our 

thoughts on the introduction of Technology in elections especially the introduction of BVR.  

 

LEON Position on introduction of BVR 
 

The introduction of BVR is not a panacea to the problems encountered in previous elections in 

Liberia but can play a role in ensuring the transparency of the electoral process. Other process 

and factors should be in place to compliment the role of BVR in elections in Liberia. The 

starting point towards any credible election is the voter registration exercise. An election that 

is both credible must prevent voters from voting more than once and unregistered voters from 

voting. The use of biometrics for automatic de-duplication, verification and authentication 

represents the best solution in ensuring election with highest integrity. However, there several 

considerations that should guide the NEC in deciding on going with biometrics from a 

sustainability and ownership perceptive. These include:  
 

1. BVR Motivation. As a country we should be careful on what is motivating us to go 

this route. Unpacking and understanding the problem will assist with the diagnosis and 

the prescription. That everyone in the region is going this route should not be our 

motivation but understanding the issues that are unique to our country that will inform 

the solution. To this end LEON encourages increased broad and inclusive consultative 

process that will seek to address challenges in previous voter registration processes 

from an informed, inclusive, and consultative position.  

2. Financial sustainability of the system must be considered in coming up with the 

desired system. Reality is that the NEC does not have continuous source of funding. 

Funding is ad hoc and only increases in an election year and is never sufficient. This 

affects operating cost of any registration system. Unlike passport system that can 

generate its own funds, voter registration does not and as such would require extensive 

funding from the central government and cooperating partners. Resources will be 

required for procurement, operation, and maintenance of the system. Who meets the 

cost? Can the cost be maintained for sustainability? BVR equipment and software are 

expensive and as such massive investment will be required by the Commission that is 

reeling from under funding.  

3. Stakeholders buy in is essential in deciding the methodology as well as the technology 

to use during the voter registration exercise. The NEC should continue to involve 

stakeholders in the implementation of the BVR. Political parties, CSOs and other 

interested stakeholders must be consulted and involved in the decision on what system 

to go with and at every stage of the procurement and rollout process. 

4. NEC must consider Human capacity in the country. It is essential to design a system 

that falls within the skills set of the country. Almost all of Africa is buying skills, skills 

transfer low and lost from election to election. Skills retention should be made a focus 

area. We have seen Commissions elsewhere acquiring state of the art equipment that at 

times end up idle because of lack of skills to operate and run the equipment.  

5. At every stage of the design of the system local expects should be involved, this will 

ensure sustainability and ownership of use of technology. At all costs the Commission 
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should avoid a system that locks them to a vendor, source codes and other user guides 

should be developed and shared with local experts who will continue to maintain and 

update the system. The process should not be driven by vendor or donor interests, the 

process should be home grown and has sufficient buy in of national stakeholders and 

should not be implemented without sufficient funds, time, and capacities. The 

technology to be used should be independent from proprietorship (vendor locked). 

6. Link with the National Identification System: LEON encourages dialogue between 

the NEC and NIR on how to collaborate on the introduction of BVR. Given the time 

remaining before the next General Election, it will be practically impossible to extract 

the voter register from the civil register.  To maintain a civil registry in ways that would 

make it adequate for the extraction of a voter list will require substantial resources, 

development and implementation of new systems and recruitment and training of 

additional staff at both the NIR and the NEC4. The registry would require technical and 

financial resources for ongoing maintenance and updates of data, including registration 

of deaths and updates to changes in in residency within the country5. However, effort 

should be made to extract the voter list from the civil register in future elections. On its 

part the NIR should ramp up the process of issuing ID cards which forms the legacy 

information (proof of eligibility) required to register as a voter.  A lack of an 

identification system as a means of establishing proof of citizenship will inevitably 

affect the voter registration process and in turn the right to participate in elections.  

7. The introduction of technology in voter registration needs to be implemented well in 

time before an electoral event. If the NEC decides to go with the BVR it should 

immediately release the roadmap for the roll out of the process from design, 

procurement, and registration. This will allow stakeholders to plan ahead and avoid 

crowding the electoral calendar.  

8. The introduction of BVR should be legally supported. S 3.10 of the National Elections 

Law (NEL) provides that the Commission specifies the method for preparing the rolls 

through rules and regulations and that the method may be either applicable to any 

particular roll or for general application. To this end the NEC should issue rules and 

regulations to the voter registration process before rolling out the BVR in addition to 

pushing for amendments to Chapter 3 of the NEL (Voters Registration and Voters 

Update). However, other sections of Chapter 3 of the NEL specifically foresee the 

establishment of voter registration centres and the issuance of Voter Cards, which if a 

new system is introduced on a limited basis or on a wide scale, may constrain the NEC’s 

latitude to organise a completely new system of voter registration. Hence, if and when 

Liberia transitions to using data gathered for the NIR to prepare the Voter Roll, it will 

be necessary to first amend the NEL to give the NEL more latitude in the registration 

process6. 

9. The system that is required is one that is cost effective but also combining technology 

that will deal with issues of duplications and minimize errors. It must be credible and 

inspire confidence in the voter registration exercise. 

10. The Role of Civil Society (CSOs): CSOs can play a leading role in the introduction of 

the BVR in the country.  This will include the observation and monitoring of the 

introduction process of the BVR leading up to the application of the system as well as 

 
4 Ibid pg 43 
5 Ibid pg 43 
6 NEC Policy Paper No.4 https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-
18.pdf accessed 23/07/21 

https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
https://www.ec-undp-electoralassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2019/02/ec-undp-jtf-liberia-resources-nec-pp-civil-and-voter-registration-20-12-18.pdf
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procurement, working to ensuring that the public is well-informed about the process 

and researching and conducting surveys enabling the acquisition of sufficient 

information on the process.   

11. Voter Education: NEC and electoral stakeholders should embark on a massive 

awareness campaign encouraging people to register to vote and to explain how the BVR 

works. Planning is essential to introducing new type of technology and thorough 

analysis and comparative studies are critical to decision-making on what type of 

technology suitable for the registration process. 
 

In conclusion, we should, however, be cautions with the perceived intended benefits from 

BVR. BVR alone will not address the challenges facing elections in Liberia. "BVR is not a 

panacea to Liberia’s election problems. It must be complemented with other reforms to the 

administrative, legislative, and political environment in which electoral processes are 

implemented. BVR will enhance credibility of the register but on its own will not be able to 

address the challenges the country faces when it comes to elections as a whole. We should 

continue to pursue the electoral reform agenda in order to rectify some of the gaps in our 

electoral process to guarantee the credibility of elections in the country.   
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