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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
The vote is perhaps the most obvious among all of a citizen’s rights. It is, so to speak, the most 
democratic of the rights bestowed by a democracy on its citizens. The vote has the ability to lend 
a degree of egalitarianism to any institution, be it the family, a political party, or the state. 
Universal adult franchise is one of the most powerful ways of declaring that all citizens are 
equal. 
The ability to exercise the democratic right to vote is premised on the existence of 
comprehensive and inclusive electoral register (or voters list).This must be rigorously maintained 
to ensure, as much as possible, that each eligible citizen is registered to vote once and only once. 
The delicate balance implicit in preparing election registers has been characterized succinctly by 
the Electoral and Administrative Review Commission of Queensland, Australia:  

Electoral rolls are a fundamental component of any voting system. Rolls 
constitute the official list of electors and are prima facie evidence of electors' right 
to vote. Enrolment procedures therefore need to strike the right balance between 
the need to be rigorous to ensure integrity of the rolls, and the need for flexibility 
to ensure that peoples' rights to enroll and vote are protected. 1 

Thus, there is a delicate balance that must be maintained to ensure both the franchise of all voters 
and to prevent voter fraud.  
 
This paper discusses the various models of voter registration that are followed around the world 
today. Door to door enumeration is discussed in the specific context of Indonesia. In the USA 
and Australia, not only are voters registered at the district elections office, but also at 
neighbourhood community centres like the post office, the school, the library or even the 
supermarket in some counties. In South Africa, a successful registration process was made 
possible by the effective use of technology. The USA and Canada are giving serious thought to 
online registration, taking accessibility to a new level. In Jamaica and Lesotho, the fingerprint is 
used as the main tool to identify voters, prompting experts to take another look at biological ID. 
In some states in the USA, voters register to vote at the polling station itself, right before they 
vote. Types of voter lists also find a mention.  
 
The object of the paper is to look at the different methods of voter registration and examine if 
any of them can be adapted in the Indian context, to make the existing system more accessible 
and foolproof. This is discussed in the concluding statements.  
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DIFFERENT SYSTEMS OF VOTER REGISTRATION 
 
 
 
DOOR-TO-DOOR ENUMERATION 
 
This system, followed in Indonesia, involves people going door to door to every house in order 
to register the people. Most of the responsibility is of the registration process rests with the state 
as against the other systems where the onus lies on the people to go and register themselves as 
voters.  
 
In Indonesia, the voter registration policy is coordinated between the KPU(General Elections 
Commission) and the Directorate General of Administration and Demography of the Ministry of 
Home Affairs, but the responsibility to organize and conduct voter registration lies with the 
Directorate General of Administration and Demography through the Central Bureau of Statistics 
(BPS). 
 
The registration of voters for the 2004 elections has been conducted with a new registration 
system created on the basis of the 2003 Census. The great bulk of the data collection process 
took place between April and May 2003, through a door-to-door canvassing exercise that 
involved 250,000 enumerators. The process is managed through the 39 data processing centres 
set up by the BPS throughout the country (one per each province, with the exception of the Java 
provinces). The data is captured on Optical Character Recognition (OCR) scanned at the BPS 
data processing centres.2 
 
In Autumn 2003, the KPU and the BPS undertook the so-called Post Enumeration Service (P4B 
PES) in order to verify the quality and accuracy of the data collected as well to integrate those 
citizens who did not register during the April/May exercise. As a result of that post enumeration, 
small-scale data collection exercises at the Regency/City level are running between the end of 
2003 and 2004. The official number of registered voters for the General Elections of 5 April, as 
released by the KPU decree of 25 February 2004, is 147,310,885. The final voter registers will 
be delivered to the KPUDs, which in turn will deliver to the PPSs ten days before polling. The 
KPU has also issued Voters ID cards and is delivering them through the regency/ cities KPU to 
the PPS that will forward them to voters. According to the BPS, an updating of the voters list is 
scheduled to take place before the Presidential Elections. The new legal framework does provide 
for a regular periodic updating of the voter lists, but the KPU has to date issued no regulations 
for a continuous registration system and data verification process. In addition, the data is still 
kept at the BPS data processing centres, and has not been merged into a central database. No 
crosschecks therefore among the various provincial voter registers have been performed to date.3 
 
Very little is known to date on the quality and accuracy of the voters' lists. The electoral law only 
determines the data required in order to be registered (i.e. name, marital status, date and place of 
birth, gender, disabilities, home address), but no mention is made of the type of documents 
required to register. Many voters have several IDs that might have been used for potential double 
registrations. Although some interlocutors have expressed concern about the integrity of the data, 
most were convinced that the overall operation has been decently performed. 
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There is also no legal mechanism to challenge a voter registration decision (omissions, deletion, 
duplication, or undue inclusion). The legal framework only provides for the possibility for 
unregistered citizens to ask for re-registration in the supplementary lists compiled between 
November 03 and February 04. However, Art. 137, 139 of the general election law establishes 
penalties for anyone who prevents another person from registering or from exercising the right to 
vote or to vote according to his/her wishes.4 
 
Amid growing accusations of incompetence and corruption against the General Elections 
Commission (KPU), it has been revealed that voter registration cards for the April 5 polls are 
being sold on the black market at the price of Rp50, 000 [$5.85] per card.5 
 
 Meanwhile, a legislative candidate of the Indonesian Justice and Unity Party (PKPI), Sri Edi 
Swasono, revealed the KPU had issued him with two voter registration cards. He said such 
sloppiness could ruin the election, adding there had been problems with the issuance of cards in 
his neighborhood. 6 
  
Laksamana.net has reported some incidents of foreigners obtaining voter cards, even though they 
have no right to vote. There are also reports of infants having registered while their eligible 
parents have been excluded from the rolls.7 
 
Door to door enumeration is clearly not a dependable system, though it may get more people on 
the rolls compared to a situation where the people have to take the trouble to go somewhere to 
register. It is, however, not a system that ensures that everyone who must be on the rolls is. 
People may be out when the enumerator calls. It is inefficient, labour-heavy, and is not reliable. 
Door to door enumeration if used in consonance with Geographical Information System (GIS) 
might yield better results. GIS helps to map out countries down to even a single metre. This can 
be of great use while mapping out districts 
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REGISTRATION USING STATE AGENCIES 
 
 
In order to make registration more accessible to the voting population, the USA passed the 
National Voter Registration Act (the NVRA). This Act made it possible for people to register to 
vote while renewing their driving licenses, thus earning it the name of ‘Motor Voter’. 
  
The "motor voter" law represents landmark legislation to revitalize citizen participation and the 
fundamental right to vote in the USA. As a bi-partisan Congress found in enacting the law, well 
over one-third of eligible Americans, approximately 65 million people, were not registered to 
vote, causing the United States to have the lowest voter turnout of any industrialized democracy 
in the world. Congress found that unfair and discriminatory state and local laws posed continuing 
barriers to the ballot box, which were in some cases as restrictive as the poll taxes and selective 
purges eliminated during the civil rights movement by the Voting Rights Act of 1965.8 Thus, 
Congress passed the NVRA in order to increase voter registration and participation by reducing 
such barriers, while at the same time ensuring the accuracy and integrity of the electoral process 
against potential fraud. 
 
 Specifically, the NVRA requires states to provide people with the opportunity to register to vote, 
or to update their registration for change of address, when they get or renew drivers' licenses, and 
when they apply for services at public assistance, disability, and other designated offices within 
the state, including neighbourhood agencies like the post office. The NVRA also requires that the 
states offer people the ability to register to vote or to update their registration through the use of 
simple mail-in forms. Finally, the NVRA contains provisions to ensure the maintenance of 
accurate and up-to-date voter registration rolls, and prohibits purging voters from the rolls for not 
voting in prior elections.  
 
The NVRA went into effect for most states on January 1, 1995. Over two-thirds of the states are 
currently implementing the NVRA and results to date show a marked increase in voter 
registration with over 12 million new registrants at the time of the 1996 elections.9 
Unfortunately, a handful of states including California, Pennsylvania, Illinois, Michigan, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Virginia actively resisted compliance with the law. 
Consequently, citizens groups and the United States Department of Justice have filed lawsuits 
against these states to compel their compliance with the law. To date, the federal courts have 
unanimously rejected the constitutional challenges posed by the recalcitrant states and have 
ordered that the states of Pennsylvania, Michigan and Virginia comply with the NVRA.10 
 
Today, a person who wants to register can do so: 

• By getting a mail-in registration form at a post office, library or bank or in some cases, 
even a phone book. Such a form may also be acquired over the Internet. This must be 
mailed to the county (elections) clerk’s office. 

• At a driver's license office when you apply for or change your license. 
• At State offices, including those serving people with disabilities or low incomes. 
• At a voter registration drive. 
• At the office of the county (election) clerk. 



 7

One must re-register when:  

• If one has moved or changed one’s name since one last voted  
• If one has not voted in the last two elections  
• If one is not sure one is registered  

 
States reported a total of 149,476,705 active registered voters for the 2000 federal general 
election. Active voter registration in those States covered by the NVRA rose very slightly to 
73.80% of the Voting Age Population in 2000.11 
 

Mail Registration 

The mail registration provisions of the NVRA accounted for nearly one third (14,150,732 or 
31%) of the 45,654,673 total registration applications from 1999 through 2000 reflecting, 
perhaps, the ready availability of the national and State registration forms on the Internet. States 
reported few problems with mail registration beyond the routine ones of incomplete, illegible, or 
ineligible applications – although a few private Internet sites offering the national voter 
registration form caused problems for some applicants.12 

Motor Voter 

Voter registration applications received through motor vehicle offices during 1999-2000 
continued the trend from previous years by again yielding the highest volume of applications 
among agencies mandated by the NVRA, accounting for 38.1% (17,393,814) of the total number 
of registration applications received in the United States. Unlike our two previous reports to 
Congress, survey results indicated numerous problems with completed voter registration 
applications being forwarded from motor vehicle offices to the appropriate election official in a 
timely manner during the most recent election cycle.13 

Agency Registration 

Agencies mandated in Section 7 of the NVRA accounted for 7.58% (3,460,531) of voter 
registration applications received during this reporting period. Of these agencies, State 
designated agencies accounted for 4.12% (1,881,984) of the total figure, public assistance 
agencies represented 2.88% (1,314,500) of the total, disability service offices added .42% 
(190,009) of the total figure, and armed forces recruitment offices accounted for the remaining 
.16% (74,038).14  

Other Sources 

About a quarter (23.97% or 10,943,962) of all new registration applications came from "Other 
Sources" which included organized registration drives, deputy registrars, and in-person 
registrations. (It should be noted, however, that this number is slightly inflated since some local 
jurisdictions failed to track the sources of applications and therefore reported all new 
applications in this "Other " category).15 
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The position in the USA is such that registering to vote can be as easy as going to the 
supermarket to buy the groceries. Before the NVRA, one would have had to take the trouble to 
go all the way to the county election office to register. Registration levels, as a result, were 
disappointingly low. After the passing of the NVRA, registration levels are, on an average, a 
little over 70%, a huge improvement. More than nine million new voters registered after that 
legislation was passed. However, the original aim of passing the Act, that of increasing voter 
turnout, has not been achieved. The Presidential Election of 2000 saw low voter turnout, several 
cases of electoral fraud, voters grappling with difficult-to-understand and obsolete technology 
and the suspicion surrounding the Florida recount. To improve the situation, the Help America 
Vote Act (HAVA) was passed in 2002. 
The NVRA has caused , along with an increase in registration numbers, an increase in the 
problems faced by both election administrators and voters. PUT NVRA 
PROBLEMS 
 

Australia also uses state agencies for voter registration. There is, however, a fundamental 
difference in voting in America and Australia. In America, voting is not compulsory. In 
Australia, the franchise might better be described as a duty to vote, rather than a right. Enrolment 
is compulsory for citizens in all Australian jurisdictions. Under the Commonwealth Electoral Act 
and the related State laws, voting is compulsory in Commonwealth, State and Territory elections. 
Voting is also compulsory in Local Government elections, except in South Australia, Western 
Australia and Tasmania.16 

In practice, compulsory voting means eligible voters must attend a polling place, have their name 
crossed off the list of voters, accept ballot papers and lodge them in a ballot box. They do not 
actually have to fill out the ballot papers. If ballot papers are not filled out correctly, they are set 
aside as ‘informal’. Thus, if a voter wishes to abstain from voting, he/she must do so actively, by 
going to the polling booth and submitting a blank ballot paper.  

In purely practical terms, compulsory enrolment and voting work in Australia. The numbers 
speak for themselves. Turnout has consistently remained near the 95% mark. The Australian 
Electoral Commission spends a considerable amount of time and money ensuring eligible people 
are enrolled and that they are able to cast a vote on polling day or beforehand. The Australian 
Electoral Commission staffs a large number of polling places in each electorate during polling 
day. Voters who cannot attend a polling booth on polling day can still vote by casting a postal 
vote or a pre-poll vote in the period after nominations to contest the election close. The 
Australian Electoral Commission provides mobile polling services for hospitals, prisons and 
remote parts of Australia before polling day to allow eligible voters in these places to vote. 

Voter turnout would undoubtedly be lower in Australia were it not for compulsory voting. When 
voting in Federal elections was voluntary at the start of the twentieth century, the turnout 
averaged around 63 per cent. Since voting has been made compulsory, the average turnout has 
been 95 per cent.17  
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To get on the electoral roll in Australia, you must 

• Pick up an enrolment form from any Post Office, AEC office, State/Territory Electoral 
Office or from the Internet.  

• Fill it in, remember to have your signature witnessed, and post it back (reply paid 
envelopes are provided at Post Office stands).  

• If you use the form from the Internet, the form must be printed out, completed, signed 
and mailed to the AEC. The enrolment form cannot be e-mailed back as the AEC requires 
a hard copy of your signature.  

If you wish to send the enrolment form electronically, you may send it via fax to the relevant 
Divisional Returning Officer. No other kind of electronic communication is accepted. By faxing 
this form you agree that the time of receipt is the time when the message has completed printing 
from the relevant AEC fax machine, and that you will not hold the AEC responsible for any 
deadlines missed or losses incurred. When your enrolment form has been received and processed 
the AEC sends you an acknowledgment card. This will advise you of the name of the federal 
electoral division that you are enrolled in. In some States/Territories you will also be advised of 
your State/Territory electorate and local government area. Your name will be printed on the 
electoral roll as it appears on the acknowledgment card.18 

Change of address may be notified by simply filling in another enrolment form. 
 
Would Australians still vote if voluntary voting returned? In recent public opinion surveys, 
around three-quarters of eligible voters say that they would. These figures must be treated with 
caution, however, not least because people who wouldn’t voluntarily vote might be less likely 
than people who would to respond to surveys on the topic. 
Certainly the actual turnouts recorded in recent voluntary elections are less promising. Only 45 
per cent of eligible voters participated in the national voluntary voting for delegates to the 1998 
Constitutional Convention that shaped the 1999 republic referendum question. Voluntary voting 
for local government in the 1990s saw the turnout dip to 59 per cent (Tasmania), 28 per cent 
(South Australia) and even as low as 10 per cent (Western Australia). The turnout in voluntary 
State and Federal elections might be higher, since Australians might treat those elections more 
seriously than local elections. The numbers in voter turnout give us some idea as to what 
voluntary registration levels would look like. 
 
 Strictly speaking the law only enforces compulsory voter registration and compulsory 
attendance at a polling booth on election day. Voting itself, in practice, is optional. 

After every election, officials send eligible voters who do not seem to have voted a penalty 
notice. If those voters do not respond by giving a ‘valid and sufficient reason’ for not voting, 
they are fined. If they do not pay the fine and do not provide a valid and sufficient reason for not 
voting, the matter is taken to court. If the court imposes a fine and the eligible voter still declines 
to pay, the court may take further action, including imposing a gaol sentence in some 
jurisdictions. 



 10

A few people have been gaoled in Australia for not voting and not paying the subsequent fines. 
Sometimes they have done so in protest against compulsory voting. In a recent case, ACT voter 
Bill Smithies claimed in May 2001 that he would go to gaol in protest against compulsory 
voting, rather than pay a $400 fine imposed on him by the ACT Magistrates Court. 

What is a ‘valid and sufficient’ reason? Officials determine this on a case-by-case basis, using 
guidelines drawn up by the Australian Electoral Commission. These guidelines are kept 
confidential to prevent people from falsely using excuses they know will be valid. In 1994, the 
Commonwealth Administrative Appeals Tribunal ruled that the public could not have access to 
these guidelines under the Freedom of Information Act 1982 . Australian Electoral Commission 
publications suggest that a fine would be ‘unlikely’ in the cases of ‘the elderly and frail, women 
in late pregnancy, or the intellectually disabled’. 

Over the years, the courts have ruled out various reasons for not voting. These have related to 
political or moral objections rather than physical or intellectual incapacity. In the first important 
High Court case, Judd v McKeon (1926) 38 CLR 380, the majority of judges found that 
belonging to a political organisation that prohibits members from voting, or objecting to the 
views of all the candidates, were invalid reasons for not voting. Later cases affirmed that not 
having a preference among candidates, or not knowing enough to choose between them, were 
invalid reasons. 

Compulsory voting is found in around 20 other countries at national, regional (State) and/or local 
levels: 

• Argentina  
• Liechtenstein  
• Ecuador  
• Bolivia  
• Panama  
• Greece  
• Costa Rica  
• Singapore  
• Honduras  
• Dominican  
• Uruguay  
• Luxembourg Republic  
• Belgium  
• Philippines  
• Egypt  
• Brazil  
• Switzerland  
• Guatemala  
• Cyprus  
• Venezuela 
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These countries are quite varied. They include relatively new democracies as well as long-
standing ones. They include countries that generally respect individual liberties as well as 
countries with a poorer record on this score. In some of these countries (eg Belgium), 
compulsory voting is mandated by the Constitution. In others (eg Singapore), it is prescribed by 
ordinary legislation, as it is in Australia. 

Some countries, such as Austria and the Netherlands, have used compulsory voting in the past 
but have since switched to voluntary voting. In other countries compulsory voting has been 
raised recently as a remedy for perceived problems in voting. In the June 2001 UK General 
Election, for example, only 59 per cent of the eligible voters actually voted. Some British 
commentators called for an examination of compulsory voting to increase both citizen 
participation and party responsiveness to the electors. 

The issue of compulsory voting raises many questions, such as: 

• Is the low turnout in some voluntary local government elections a cause for concern?  
• Would it be of concern if Australia reverted to voluntary voting and experienced 

similarly low turnouts in Federal and State elections?  
• Do you think the political parties’ positions on compulsory voting have more to do with 

principle or trying to win government? 

The main arguments for and against compulsory voting in Australia can be organised into six 
opposed pairs:  

1. Citizenship, duties and rights 

For: Voting is a necessary part of the duties of citizenship, just like jury duty or paying taxes. 

Against: Citizens have the right to choose whether they want to vote. Compulsion is part of a 
slippery slope to totalitarianism. 

2. Legitimate representation 

For: Compulsory registration and voting increase the legitimacy of elected representatives. 
Candidates winning seats in parliament really do win a majority of the people’s votes. In 
countries like the United States, where the turnout can be low, candidates can win with much less 
than a majority of the eligible vote. 

Against: Compulsory registration and voting reduce the legitimacy of elected representatives. 
who vote just because they have to. 

3. Political education 

For: Compulsory voting increases the political education of the people. They will tend to pay 
more attention to politics if they know they have to vote. 
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Against: Australians seem to be no more politically educated (and are perhaps less so) than 
citizens of comparable countries (for example, New Zealand, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom) that use voluntary voting. 

4. Choice 

For: Compulsory voting does not force such a choice. People can always lodge a blank or 
spoiled ballot paper. 

Against: Compulsory voting forces people to vote for someone even if they do not like any of 
the candidates on offer. 

5. Bias 

For: Compulsory voting means that candidates have to address the needs of all the voters. If 
voting were voluntary, the experience of countries like the United States is that poorer and less 
educated people would tend not to vote. This would skew the political system (further) toward 
the well off and well educated. 

Against: Voluntary voting does not necessarily produce bias to the wealthy or well educated. In 
the United States, candidates like Jesse Jackson have shown that the poor and relatively 
uneducated can be mobilized in large numbers behind candidates who support their concerns. 

6. Responsiveness 

For: Compulsory voting keeps the Australian political system responsive to the people. New 
parties and candidates (like One Nation) who lack wealthy backing can contest elections without 
spending large sums of money just to get the voters to polling booths. 

Against: Compulsory voting has made the Australian political system unresponsive. If voting 
were made voluntary, it would shake up the political system. Parties and candidates would have 
to do more to convince people of the merits of their policies in order to get voters to the polls 
Majorities in Australian elections include the votes of many uninterested and ill-informed people 
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ONLINE REGISTRATION 

Online registration is being considered in several parts of the world especially in the more 
developed areas to increase accessibility and convenience and to avoid long and arduous 
registration processes.  

The goals of an on-line voter registration system are to: 

• provide improved service to electors through fast, timely, secure, and convenient access 
by enabling them to add, change, or confirm elector registration information via the 
Internet;  

• reduce the number of calls and labour intensive transactions that occur during an event;  
• improve the quality of data contained in the Register by registering members of difficult-

to-reach groups such as youth; and  
• modernize the elector registration processes that exist between and during electoral 

events.  

A report was prepared by CGI Information Systems and Management Consultants Inc. (CGI) for 
Elections Canada to examine the feasibility of developing and implementing an on-line voter 
registration system. 

Based on this research, CGI concluded that: 

� on-line voter registration is technologically feasible;  

� the Internet presents an opportunity for Elections Canada to offer a full range of voter 
registration services to electors – including the ability to allow them to add, change, and 
confirm their elector registration information. This would improve the quality of the 
National Register of Electors by providing difficult-to-reach target groups such as youth 
with improved access to registration services. In effect, an on-line voter registration 
system would streamline registration processes and help electors to address constraints of 
time and distance.  

� the technology to ensure that Internet-based transactions are secure and efficient is 
available; 

� secure on-line voter registration will be predicated on the successful resolution of 
authentication, privacy, and authorization issues. To this end, the Government On-Line 
(GOL) Secure Channel initiative shows promise in offering Elections Canada a client-
centric approach to secure services; 

� it is possible to implement new on-line services in such a way as to minimize information 
capture and workload demands on Elections Canada, particularly during electoral events; 
and 
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� there remain legislative issues to be resolved – particularly with regard to the 
authentication of on-line registrants – before an on-line voter registration can be fully 
implemented.  

In this report CGI recommends that: 
1) Elections Canada adopt an incremental approach to implementing an on-line voter registration 
system, beginning with limited capabilities before the next general election. 
2) It be followed by an evolutionary implementation of more advanced functions over the longer 
term. This will enable the agency to learn from experience and it will provide the necessary time 
to address key challenges.  

� In the short-term, by the end of 2003, it is recommended that Elections Canada deploy an 
initial on-line voter registration system able to provide electors with:   

o the ability to confirm whether they are registered to vote by querying a secure, on-
line copy of the preliminary list of electors;  

o the ability to download voter registration forms from Elections Canada's Web site; 
and  

o access to complementary support services to answer questions such as "Where do 
I go to vote?".  

In order to implement this initial on-line voter registration system, Elections Canada must: 

o develop an initial on-line registration user interface; and 

o enhance the current Elections Canada Web site to implement additional security 
to support the access, storage, and maintenance of a copy of the preliminary list of 
electors. 

� In the long-term, 2003–2005, CGI recommends that Elections Canada enable electors to 
not only confirm their elector information on-line, but also to add or change it by 
accessing a live and dynamic list of electors.  In order to do so, it also recommends the 
development of a common service delivery model whereby:  

o services, procedures, legal requirements and data requirements for all elector 
transactions, either between or during elections, be simplified across service 
delivery channels (Internet, mail, phone and in person);   

o the mechanisms used to authenticate the identity of electors be gradually evolved 
to reflect best practices. While Elections Canada may first want to authenticate 
individuals by comparing information they have provided against its existing 
elector information, it should later enable pre-registration with Elections Canada 
for access to advanced registration services. Lastly, Elections Canada should 
provide electors with the capability to be authenticated via the Government On-
Line authentication process; 
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o Elections Canada develops a common voter registration database to be the source 
of data for all service delivery channels – phone, Web and in person – both during 
and between electoral events. This would be accomplished by further integrating 
field and headquarter voter registration databases and tools.  

This report says that the envisioned on-line voter registration system will prove beneficial to 
electors and Elections Canada alike.   
Elector Benefits:  

� Increased Voter Registration Convenience: electors will be able to make all desired 
transactions, at any time and from any Internet terminal, by accessing a single Internet 
site;  

� Consistent Service Delivery: across all service delivery channels, both between and 
during electoral events; 

� Improved Access via Partnerships: the on-line voter registration system could enable 
electors to register from a trusted location with access to the Internet, such as the office of 
a member of the House of Commons; 

� Empowering the Elector: by giving them ownership of their registration information 
and the opportunity for self-service; and 

� Improved Access for Youth: youth registration should be facilitated, enabling their 
greater engagement in the electoral process.  

Elections Canada Benefits:  

� Reduction in labour intensive transactions and calls: both Elections Canada 
headquarters and returning offices should observe a reduction in the number of calls and 
registration transactions that occur during an event; 

� Enhanced Register quality: providing the ability to register or change one's information 
on-line will improve the registration rate for target groups, such as youth or those 
individuals who have moved recently; 

� Enhanced partnerships: the increased currency of elector information would make 
Register data more appealing to other jurisdictions; 

� Positioning for Government On-Line and On-line Voting: on-line voter registration 
could help Elections Canada establish a substantial Government On-Line presence and 
could also pave the way for eventual on-line voting mechanisms, as they involve similar 
legal, privacy, security and infrastructure issues.  

 The report says that the time is right for Elections Canada to implement on-line registration in a 
two-phased approach, with initial confirmation services being offered by the time of the next 
federal general election and full-fledged registration services being made available afterwards.  
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The report stresses that on-line voter registration offers strategic benefits for electors and says,” 
It would improve Elections Canada's service to electors and empower them to take an active role 
in the voter registration process. It would also permit the evolution of a more robust, integrated 
service delivery model that would offer electors convenient and consistent access to voter 
registration activities across all service delivery channels. Finally, on-line voter registration 
would offer strategic opportunities for Elections Canada to position itself for the investigation of 
electronic voting, to establish a substantial Government On-Line presence, to develop 
mechanisms for real-time exchange of data with partners, and to enhance the quality of the 
National Register of Electors.” 
 
 This report says that online registration is feasible and it also enumerates several measures that 
can improve it. There is clearly a growing interest in the idea and many feel that it is the future of 
voting registration processes. However, there is also growing concern over the security of such a 
system and the sheer volume of protest makes it difficult to ignore. There is particularly 
opposition to an Internet based voter registration and voting system developed for the USA 
called SERVE. 

The USA is experimenting with an internet-based system called SERVE (Secure Electronic 
Registration and Voting Experiment). The authors are members of SPRG (the Security Peer 
Review Group), a panel of experts in computerized election security that was assembled by 
FVAP to help evaluate SERVE. 

 The SERVE system is planned for deployment in the 2004 primary and general elections, and 
will allow the eligible voters first to register to vote in their home districts, and then to vote, 
entirely electronically via the Internet, from anywhere in the world. Besides being restricted to 
overseas voters and military personnel, SERVE is currently limited to people who vote in one of 
50 counties in the seven states (Arkansas, Florida, Hawaii, North Carolina, South Carolina, Utah, 
and Washington) that are participating. The program is expected to handle up to 100,000 votes 
over the course of the year, including both the primaries and the general election. (By 
comparison, approximately 100 million votes were cast in the 2000 general election.) The 
eventual goal of SERVE is to support the entire population of eligible overseas citizens plus 
military and dependents. This population is estimated to number about 6 million, so the 2004 
SERVE deployment must be judged as a prototype for a very large possible future system.  

This is a revolutionary technology that has immense possibilities that stretch, unfortunately, to 
such an extent that a handful of computer whiz kids can play havoc with the system and distort 
the mandate of millions. While conceding the potential of such a system (a voter registration 
desk cannot get much closer to a voter than his own pc), several experts have voiced concerns 
over the security of  registering voters online. The main points of their argument are summarized 
below: 

• DRE (Direct Recording Electronic) voting Technology, which, in some ways, was the 
predecessor of SERVE has also come under fire from various quarters. They suffer from 
several deficiencies and security vulnerabilities: their software is totally closed and 
proprietary; the software undergoes insufficient scrutiny during qualification and 
certification; they are especially vulnerable to various forms of insider (programmer) 
attacks; and DREs have no voter-verified audit trails (paper or otherwise) that could 
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largely circumvent these problems and improve voter confidence. All of these criticisms 
apply directly to SERVE as well. 

• But in addition, because SERVE is an Internet- and PC-based system, it has numerous 
other fundamental security problems that leave it vulnerable to a variety of well-known 
cyber attacks (insider attacks, denial of service attacks, spoofing, automated vote buying, 
viral attacks on voter PCs, etc.), any one of which could be catastrophic.  

• Such attacks could occur on a large scale, and could be launched by anyone from a 
disaffected lone individual to a well-financed enemy agency outside the reach of U.S. 
law. These attacks could result in large-scale, selective voter disenfranchisement, and/or 
privacy violation, and/or vote buying and selling, and/or vote switching even to the extent 
of reversing the outcome of many elections at once, including the presidential election. 
With care in the design, some of the attacks could succeed and yet go completely 
undetected. Even if detected and neutralized, such attacks could have a devastating effect 
on public confidence in elections.  

• It is impossible to estimate the probability of a successful cyber-attack (or multiple 
successful attacks) on any one election. But experts have pointed out that the attacks to be 
most concerned about are quite easy to perpetrate. In some cases there are kits readily 
available on the Internet that could be modified or used directly for attacking an election. 
And we must consider the obvious fact that a general election offers one of the most 
tempting targets for cyber-attack in the history of the Internet, whether the attacker's 
motive is overtly political or simply self-aggrandizement.  

• The vulnerabilities that are being described cannot be fixed by design changes or bug 
fixes to SERVE. These vulnerabilities are fundamental in the architecture of the Internet 
and of the PC hardware and software that is ubiquitous today. They cannot all be 
eliminated in the foreseeable future without some unforeseen radical breakthrough. It is 
quite possible that they will not be eliminated without a wholesale redesign and 
replacement of much of the hardware and software security systems that are part of, or 
connected to, today's Internet.  

• We have examined numerous variations on SERVE in an attempt to recommend an 
alternative Internet-based voting system that might deliver somewhat less voter 
convenience in exchange for fewer or milder security vulnerabilities. However, all such 
variations suffer from the same kinds of fundamental vulnerabilities that SERVE does; 
regrettably, we cannot recommend any of them. We do suggest a kiosk architecture as a 
starting point for designing an alternative voting system with similar aims to SERVE, but 
which does not rely on the Internet or on unsecured PC software (Appendix C). PUT 
FOOTNOTE 

The SERVE system might appear to work flawlessly in 2004, with no successful attacks 
detected. It is as unfortunate as it is inevitable that a seemingly successful voting experiment in a 
U.S. presidential election involving seven states would be viewed by most people as strong 
evidence that SERVE is a reliable, robust, and secure voting system. Such an outcome would 
encourage expansion of the program by FVAP in future elections, or the marketing of the same 
voting system by vendors to jurisdictions all over the United States, and other countries as well. 
However, the fact that no successful attack is detected does not mean that none occurred. Many 
attacks, especially if cleverly hidden, would be extremely difficult to detect, even in cases when 
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they change the outcome of a major election. Furthermore, the lack of a successful attack in 2004 
does not mean that successful attacks would be less likely to happen in the future; quite the 
contrary, future attacks would be more likely, both because there is more time to prepare the 
attack, and because expanded use of SERVE or similar systems would make the prize more 
valuable. In other words, a "successful" trial of SERVE in 2004 is the top of a slippery slope 
toward even more vulnerable systems in the future. (The existence of SERVE has already been 
cited as justification for Internet voting in the Michigan Democratic caucuses.) 

Like the proponents of SERVE, we believe that there should be better support for voting for our 
military overseas. Still, we regret that we are forced to conclude that the best course is not to 
field the SERVE system at all. Because the danger of successful, large-scale attacks is so great, 
we reluctantly recommend shutting down the development of SERVE immediately and not 
attempting anything like it in the future until both the Internet and the world's home computer 
infrastructure have been fundamentally redesigned, or some other unforeseen security 
breakthroughs appear. We want to make clear that in recommending that SERVE be shut down, 
we mean no criticism of the FVAP, or of Accenture, or any of its personnel or subcontractors. 
They have been completely aware all along of the security problems we describe here, and we 
have been impressed with the engineering sophistication and skill they have devoted to attempts 
to ameliorate or eliminate them. We do not believe that a differently constituted project could do 
any better job than the current team. The real barrier to success is not a lack of vision, skill, 
resources, or dedication; it is the fact that, given the current Internet and PC security technology, 
and the goal of a secure, all-electronic remote voting system, the FVAP has taken on an 
essentially impossible task. There really is no good way to build such a voting system without a 
radical change in overall architecture of the Internet and the PC, or some unforeseen security 
breakthrough. The SERVE project is thus too far ahead of its time, and should wait until there is 
a much improved security infrastructure to build upon. PUT FOOTNOTE 
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ELECTRONIC REGISTRATION 
 
 
A type of e-government application, information and communication technologies (ICTs) was 
used to manage the electoral process in South Africa during the 1999 parliamentary and 
presidential elections. The technology was used for voter registration, the polling process, 
relaying of ballot collection and verification, and relaying of results of the elections throughout 
the country. The hardware and software used included a satellite-enabled wide area network, 
plus connection to fax machines; these were used to enable people in rural areas to participate in 
the electoral process. Bar code readers enabled voters to be registered as well as votes to be 
counted. A geographical information system was used to draw up boundaries around the 
districts. An election centre with a set of heavy-duty servers was linked to a giant call centre to 
collect and display results to the public. 
 
The application was introduced to overcome the problems that were experienced by the 
Independent Electoral Commission during the first multiparty election in 1994. Such problems 
included inability to register all eligible voters, delays in receiving results from polling stations, 
long queues of voters, a tedious counting process, inadequate transparency in the electoral 
process, poor communication with rural areas, and general disorganisation of the electoral 
process. 
   
The positive impacts of this e-government application are claimed to be: 
• enhancing the free and fair democratic process in South Africa; 
• increasing transparency of the electoral process; 
• putting in place an enduring infrastructure for future elections, e.g. the WAN; 
• enabling 18 million voters to freely exercise their democratic rights; 
• building an efficient electoral process to manage 18 million voters from 15,000 polling 

stations; 
• effectively drawing up over 400 constituency boundaries; and 
• increasing the efficiency of the voter registration and polling processes. 
  
The application was largely successful as the electoral process was expeditious, long queues 
during voting were not experienced, and the electoral process was accepted by the great majority 
of stakeholders as transparent, free and fair. The results of the election were released in record 
time and all eligible voters were registered and able to vote. Communication was maintained 
between the election monitoring centre and the entire country. 
 e-Government for Development has the following to say about the electoral process in South 
Africa: 
 
Enablers/Critical Success Factors 
1. 1.      Government commitment.  Government commitment to the process. 
2. 2.      Appropriate technology.  Use of appropriate and effective technology, such as GIS. 
3. 3.      Coordinated use of experts.  These came from several different domains such as: 

service/solution providers, government officials, technology process managers, change 
management experts and human resources managers. 
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Constraints/Challenges 
1. 1.      Poor infrastructure.  Lack of technological infrastructure such as basic telephone 

service in some remote rural areas of the country. 
2. 2.      Legal issues.  Court case arising out of National Party opposition to automation of 

electoral process. 
3. 3.      Financial constraints. 
  
Recommendations 
For those practitioners contemplating providing e-government services, it is important to: 
1. 1.      Choose appropriate technology.  This can be based on or building a modern 

telecommunication infrastructure. 
2. 2.      Establish partnerships.  Particularly with others who have undertaken similar 

initiatives. 
3. 3.      Allow for system testing.  Gain government support, have sufficient resources and 

allow sufficient time for the implementation process so that the system can be tested ahead of 
use. 

In 1994 the SA elections cost the taxpayer just under R1bn. A decade later, this year's elections 
will cost less than half that. In the 1999 election process, extensive innovation led to the first 
reduction in costs. But this year incremental innovations made to the established processes and 
systems will result in a further 25% saving.  

The innovations in 1999 received worldwide recognition, which culminated in the IEC winning a 
Smithsonian Institute Award for technology innovation.  

Despite complaints about limited periods for voter registration, the IEC has added 2,5m people to 
its voters roll, bringing the number to 20,6m. "Stats SA tells us there are 27m eligible voters," 
says Du Plessis. "If there are, we cannot find them." 

These "finishing touches" are a far cry from the scramble that characterised IEC activity prior to 
the 1999 elections. Then the IEC had to start from scratch as it had no base information from 
which to plan. It created SA's first-ever national voters roll; and the first full set of electronic 
maps; and delivered computers and electronic links to rural communities. The IEC is dealing 
with a vastly varied population of all colours and languages that is scattered across urban, rural 
and informal settlements which have no fixed location. "Mapping" them has been one of the 
most ambitious things ever undertaken in a geographic information system. The concept was to 
use electronic maps to improve planning to an accuracy of 2 m in urban areas and 10 m in rural 
areas. Once this level of accuracy was obtained, SA could be divided into voting districts and 
voters allocated to these. From this would stem much of the IEC's project management.  

Global comparisons suggested the project would take 3-5 years to complete. The IEC completed 
it in 13 months - an unprecedented feat.  

During the first weekend of voter registration the IEC registered 9,7m people - again, an 
achievement unparalleled elsewhere. It used custom-designed bar code readers, dubbed zip-zip 
machines, to capture information off bar-coded ID books. "If we used bar code readers, 
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technologically less literate people could be employed to perform voter registration without 
compromising the quality of the voters roll," says Du Plessis.  

The election centre itself was a technological and logistical achievement which used technology 
to feed results, in real time, on to wall-mounted electronic maps.  

"You have taken a concept and made it into something that we can only aspire to," said an 
official from the Australian Electoral Commission.  

One notable difference between this year's elections and 1999's, says Tlakula, is that the IEC is 
gearing up for the elections virtually alone. The absence of systems and processes in 1999, 
combined with tight deadlines, meant the IEC had to rely on partners such as Accenture. "But we 
insisted on skills transfer and now the IEC has about 200 election management specialists who 
can hold their own globally on the technical aspects of elections." 
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FINGERPRINT REGISTRATION 
 
 
Following a dispute over the results of Lesotho’s 1998 general election, which led to violence, 
arson and looting and threatened to derail the country’s progress towards consolidation of 
democracy, a majority of the country’s political parties insisted on a new method of voter 
registration involving fingerprint technology. Most of the opposition was adamant they would 
participate in the election only if such technology was adopted. But at the time, the Government of 
Lesotho felt that this technology would be prohibitively expensive. The donor community was also 
skeptical of the suitability and affordability of the method. UNDP’s staff in Maseru turned to the 
organization’s global knowledge network to find technical expertise. They discovered that Jamaica 
was one of the few countries in the world which has practical experience with fingerprint 
registration, and requested the Jamaican Director of Elections to visit Lesotho for round-table 
discussions that included the government, political parties and members of the diplomatic and 
donor community. These discussions provided an opportunity for a thorough explanation of the 
finger print technology to all stakeholders and (more importantly) helped break the tension that had 
formed between the government and opposition parties. As a result, arrangements are now on 
course to hold the next election in 2002; the registration process started in August with the full 
approval and commitment 
of all political parties. 
 
In Jamaica, during the enumeration exercise the elector's fingerprints are now used in the 
creation and storage of unique records. To detect and eliminate duplicates, the records for each 
individual's fingers are now compared/matched against those of all other persons enumerated. 
Persons with prints not matching anyone's are placed on the Voters List. This ensures that each 
person who applies is listed only once.  

The Elector Registration System generates an Identification Card for each person on the Voters 
List. This card contains the unique records created for that person. Electors registered during 
continuous enumeration should visit a fixed registration centre to collect their I.D. card. Their 
live fingerprint will be compared to the system database. This will verify identity before the card 
is delivered. 

In the enumeration exercise, two types of impressions are used in collecting fingerprints: 
(1) Rolled Impressions 
(2) Flat Impressions 
Rolled impressions involve the rolling of the finger from one side to the next and are now taken 
individually from the index finger and the middle finger of each hand. Flat impressions are taken by 
simultaneously fingerprinting all of the fingers on each hand and thumb without rolling. 
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ELECTION DAY REGISTRATION 
 
 
Hundreds of thousands of voters were unable to exercise their right to vote in the 2000 elections 
due to inefficient, incompetent or discriminatory voter registration systems and agencies.  
Between 1.5 and 3 million votes were lost or not cast in 2000 because of problems with 
registration processes and voting lists.1 According to an August 2001 congressional report, 
eligible voters in at least 25 states arrived at the polls and were unable to vote because their 
names had been illegally purged from the voter rolls or not added in time for Election Day.2  
Minority voters were disproportionately excluded from the voting process in the 2000 elections.  
According to national studies, many disfranchised voters were African Americans and Latinos 
who registered at state agencies pursuant to the National Voter Registration Act (NRVA). In fact, 
the 2000 election produced a record number of complaints about the failure of new NRVA 
registrants to be added to voting rolls in time for Election Day, according to the Federal Election 
Commission.3  
Voter registration deadlines limit voter participation.  
Thirty-seven states cut off registration opportunities 20 to 30 days before Election Day. Yet 
many voters do not take an interest in elections until a few weeks before Election Day, when 
political campaigns do most of their advertising and races inevitably tighten. A series of Gallup 
polls in 2000 found that the proportion of Americans giving â€œquite a lotâ€� of thought to the 
election rose from 62 percent in early October, when voter registration usually closes, to 75 
percent just before Election Day.4 The 13 percent who became more interested during the final 
month of the campaign generally could not vote unless they were already registered.  
Six states have enacted legislation allowing voters to register on Election Day.  
Idaho, Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Wyoming allow eligible citizens to 
register to vote and cast a ballot on Election Day.5 These states also allow voters whose names 
were improperly excluded from, or never added to, the rolls to correct the errors and vote on the 
same day.  
States using Election Day registration have significantly higher voter turnout than the national 
average.  
In 2000, when nationwide voter turnout totaled 59 percent, the six Election Day registration 
states had a combined turnout of 68 percent, with Maine boasting the highest voter turnout in the 
nation.6 Researchers estimate that eliminating voter registration deadlines and implementing 
Election Day registration would produce an average seven percent rise in voter turnout.7 In fact, 
according to a May 2001 poll, 64 percent of nonvoters said that Election Day registration would 
make them more likely to vote.8  
States using Election Day registration report few problems with fraud or administrative 
complexity.  
Where Election Day registration is practiced, state officials report minimal problems with fraud 
and no unusual administrative problems. Indeed, Election Day registration can help address one 
of the most frustrating administrative problems exposed during the 2000 election: incomplete or 
inaccurate registration lists that result in people being barred from voting. In the states that use 
Election Day registration, the additional work of adding new voters has proven manageable. To 
accommodate the new procedures, election officials in these states educate registration clerks on 
how to make reasonable estimates of voter turnout, ensuring that polling places are adequately 
staffed.  
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States implementing Election Day registration do not face substantially higher costs.  
The most obvious costs associated with Election Day registration relate to increasing the number 
of polling place workers and training them to handle new registrations on Election Day. But, as 
the 2000 elections demonstrated, most states need to pay for more staffing at the polls and better 
training for poll workers anyway.  
The federal Help America Vote Act (HAVA) makes it easier for states to implement Election 
Day registration.  
Enacted by Congress in 2002, HAVA is designed to encourage all states to reform their voting 
processes. It includes a requirement that states begin using statewide computerized voter 
registration databases by January 1, 2006. Centralized databases will enable election officials to 
prevent duplicate registrations in different voting precincts, eliminating one possible argument 
against Election Day registration. HAVA also requires states to offer provisional ballots to voters 
claiming to be registered but not listed on the voter rolls. Election Day registration would make 
provisional ballots unnecessary and would be easier for officials to administer, providing 
certainty to citizens that their votes would, in fact, be counted.  
States are moving toward implementation of Election Day registration.  
In 2003, the Connecticut legislature passed an Election Day registration statute, but the bill was 
ultimately vetoed by the governor. Similarly, the California legislature approved a bill 
authorizing an Election Day registration pilot project in Alameda County, but Governor Gray 
Davis vetoed it before leaving office. Officials in Massachusetts, Nevada, North Carolina, and 
the District of Columbia are now advocating the adoption of Election Day registration as part of 
the overall HAVA implementation process. 
 

VOTER LISTS 

The three general methods of voter registration are the following:  

• periodic list  
• continuous list  
• civil registry 

Each of these methods has strengths and weaknesses, and therefore there is not a single best 
method for all countries and circumstances. Instead, it is important to recognise which method 
has the greatest utility given the context in which it is being administered.  
To a certain extent there is a developmental logic underlying the transition from one method to 
another. The periodic list is, in many respects, the simplest, because it does not require ongoing 
administration in the period between elections. The continuous list builds on previous 
registration efforts in an attempt to maintain a continuously updated list. Accomplishing this 
objective, though, requires a significant ongoing administrative effort. And a civil registry 
requires an even higher order of administrative functioning, using the registration database on 
citizens for a variety of purposes, one of which is voter registration.  
But, there is no imperative to move from one system to another because of this developmental 
logic. Instead, most election authorities seek ways of improving the administrative functioning of 
the system they work with, rather than opt to change from one system to another. When such 
changes are undertaken, they involve considerable administrative re-engineering.  
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Civil Registry as a Voters List  
Characteristics of a Civil Registry  
A civil registry is a list of basic information, such as name, gender, nationality, age, marital 
status, and address, on all citizens which is maintained by the state. Inclusion on the list is 
mandatory and citizens are required to provide updated information as appropriate to the officials 
who maintain the list (typically the Ministry of the Interior). Normally, states that maintain a 
civil registry use it to generate a voters list, so that inclusion on the civil registry ensures 
inclusion on the electoral registry. This is true, of course, for citizens who meet the eligibility 
requirements for voting.  
The Ministry of the Interior in Denmark describes the Danish experience of linking the national 
civil registry with the voters list:  

It is a prerequisite for voting that the prospective voter is registered in the 
electoral register (the voters' list). The computerized electoral register is based on 
information already available in the national civil registration system (also 
administered by the Ministry of the Interior), to which the municipal authorities 
continuously convey basic, administratively relevant information about citizens, 
including the acquisition of voting rights, changes of address, and death. Thus, 
inclusion on the electoral register and changes due to change of residence, etc. 
take place automatically and continuously. As a result, the register is permanently 
updated, and only people living abroad, ... have to take the initiative. They have to 
send a request to be on the register to the municipality where they were permanent 
residents before going abroad. 

A printout of the permanently updated, computerized electoral register is made, 
with eighteen days prior to an election as the reference day. Prospective voters 
who move to the country after this date cannot be included in the register before 
election day and are therefore not allowed to vote. Persons who move to another 
municipality less than eighteen days before a general election remain on the 
electoral register of the initial municipality until after election day.  

Changes in the electoral register because of (1) emigration, (2) death, (3) issue (or 
withdrawal) of declarations of legal incompetence, and (4) people losing or 
obtaining Danish citizenship, which are reported to the local authorities less than 
eighteen days before an election, are entered manually in the electoral register 
printout.50 

The use of a civil registry to produce the voters list as described above requires a great deal of 
effort to maintain the data needed for elections as well as the vital statistics data normally kept in 
a civil registry.  
In some countries, or jurisdictions, that use a civil registry, such as Sweden, the voter is not 
required to do anything in order to be registered to vote. Up-to-date files on voter eligibility are 
maintained by the local taxation office, and voter registration is an automatic implication of 
being listed on the civil registry (see Swedish Taxation Office - The Population Register). In 
other cases, such as Senegal, voters must apply to register to vote even though the state also 
maintains a civil registry. When a separate register is compiled, the compilation can take place 
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much closer to an election. Because information such as date of birth, sex, name, and the like are 
taken from the civil list itself, this information need not be collected separately for the voters list. 
This considerably cuts time needed to perform data entry and compile the list.  
 
Managing the Civil Register  
The civil register, or population register, has a variety of uses, only one of which is as a voters 
list. Election administrators should consider how the electoral uses of the civil registry are 
managed, and how this relates to the other uses of the population register.  
A Separate Voters List  
Countries using the civil registry have a variety of administrative arrangements for the electoral 
use of the registry. In Argentina, the civil register is used to create a separate voters list, with the 
latter maintained by a separate authority, the electoral judge. Changes to the population register 
are processed by the National Register of Persons, an agency of the Interior Ministry. The 
National Register checks, classifies, and processes the information. This, in turn, is forwarded to 
the electoral secretariat of each district for inclusion in the voters list.102  
In the Argentinean case, an physical voters list is printed, both an a provisional list and a final or 
definitive list, which reflects the state of the register at any given time. This is referred to as the 
master list. The voters list, in contrast, is defined in a strict sense as the file that contains the 
totality of data on voters living in a given district.103  
No Separate Voters List  
In other contexts in which the civil registry is used, there is no separate department or agency 
that is responsible for the voters list as distinct from the civil register, and possibly no separate, 
physical voters list at all. Sweden provides an interesting example. The local taxation office is 
responsible for maintaining accurate records for the civil register for all residents in the local 
area.104 There are population specialists within the local tax offices, but no separate election unit 
per se. Furthermore, there is no printing of a definitive voters list. Instead, the voters list is a 
subset of the records that exist in the population register. This list never closes, though, because 
it plays an essential role in providing civic information to government departments and agencies, 
as well as to private section companies, such as banks and insurance companies.  
Advantages 
The advantages of a civil registry include the following:  

• Information collection for the voter registration process is relatively inexpensive because 
the key voter registration information already has been collected and compiled for the 
civil registry. To a considerable extent, this is simply a matter of another department of 
government carrying the costs that otherwise would be borne by the election 
administration.  

• Similar to a continuous list, the data in a civil registry normally is updated regularly, 
thereby enabling the generation of a current voters list on short notice.  

• Again similar to a continuous list, the costs of maintaining a civil registry are spread 
across the life of the government.  

• Governments that use civil registry typically place a very high priority on ensuring that it 
provides reliable, up-to-date information. Voters lists produced from such registries are 
similarly characterised by high accuracy and reliability.  

• Because the civil registry is updated regularly, it provides significant lead time in 
confirming the accuracy of the information included in the registry.  
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• The contents of the civil registry can be used as the client list for any and all government 
services. With appropriate privacy protections (e.g., as used in Sweden), even private 
sector organisations can have access to the data and avoid the costs of maintaining client 
lists of their own. Overall efficiencies in governance can be achieved.  

Disadvantages 
The disadvantages of a civil registry include the following:  

• It is a very costly system to establish and maintain. Although the voters list itself is 
readily generated from the registry, considerable resources need to be expended to 
maintain this registry. However, if the government has decided, for reasons that typically 
have little to do with elections, to maintain a civil registry, then it is a logical application 
of its efforts to use the information in the compilation of a voters list.  

• Care must be exercised in maintaining the data needed for the management of elections 
and the production of the voters list in civil registry databases. A system must be in place 
to ensure that when a name is added to the database, the database assigns the person to 
the correct administrative division.  

• In some countries, the maintenance of a civil registry is associated with notions of an 
Orwellian "big brother." Thus, there is an aversion to the creation of such a registry.  

• Similarly, there is a fear in some instances of the inappropriate use of centralized 
databases, such as a civil registry. The fear is that the data could be used for unauthorized 
commercial purposes, or that there are insufficient limits on the exchange of the data 
across governmental units.  

• A civil registry makes the election authority dependent on the government for the voter 
list. If the electorate is skeptical of the government, then that skepticism will be 
transferred to the voters list. If the ministry responsible for maintaining the civil registry 
is either unwilling or unable to keep it accurate, current, or complete to acceptable, pre-
determined standards, then the election authority is forced to start with poor data in 
creating the voters list.  

• If a civil registry is used for a voters list, there is a need to have these lists maintained 
either in the same government department (the system used in Colombia), or in separate 
departments with considerable communication between them.51 

CONTINUOUS LIST 
Continuous Register 
A continuous list of voters is a list of all currently eligible voters, or all citizens who will come of 
voting age before the next election. The list is maintained by election administration officials 
(see also the definition in Introduction and Definitions).  
This list is updated on a regular basis to include those who have achieved voting age, who have 
gained citizenship, who otherwise have become newly eligible (e.g., been released from prison) 
or who moved from one constituency to another. In addition, updating is also required to exclude 
formerly eligible voters who have died or who cease to meet citizenship or voting eligibility 
requirements (see Voter Roll Maintenance).  
By using a continuous list, a complete list of eligible voters can be produced on an annual basis 
(as in the United Kingdom), on a monthly basis (as in the Dominican Republic), in the period 
immediately preceding an election (see Definitions, Introduction and Definitions), or on an as-
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needed basis. In the latter case, the requirement can be a request from a political party for a 
snapshot copy, or could be for internal administrative purposes, such as duplicate registration 
detection and removal.  
Electoral Roll Review  

The AEC is responsible for maintaining up-to-date electoral rolls for federal, State and Territory 
and local government elections. So that the roll can be kept up-to-date the AEC carries out 
regular roll reviews. Up until 1998, it conducted a nation-wide doorknock about every two years 
to check that people were correctly enrolled.  

The costs of reviewing the roll by door knock were increasing exponentially. Also, because of 
the high mobility of the Australian population, the roll was most up-to-date just after a 
doorknock and became increasingly out of date during the period between door-knocks. The 
doorknock was timed to provide an up-to-date roll for federal elections. This timing, however, 
did not necessarily suit the State and Territory election cycles. After a pilot project, the AEC 
commenced implementation of a continuous roll up-date process (CRU) as an alternative means 
of ensuring an up-to-date electoral roll.  

Over the last three years the AEC has developed an increasing number of automated systems to 
ensure that the electoral roll is continuously reviewed and thereby more accurately maintained. 
These include: 

• monthly mailing following data matching of external data that indicates that an elector 
has changed their address or has recently become eligible for enrolment, and not updated 
their enrolment, and,  

• quarterly mailings to addresses at which electors were previously enrolled, but where 
there is currently no enrolment recorded.  

Examples of data used in data matching are Australia Post Redirection Advices, Centrelink 
Change of Address Advices and some State Motor Transport data on new licences. 
Last financial year the AEC mailed over 4 million letters reminding electors to update their 
enrolment details. In many instances where no response was received to the first letter a second 
letter was mailed. Fieldwork, including door knocks, was also undertaken at addresses where 
there had been no response to the mailing. In addition, the AEC and a number of State and 
Territory electoral authorities have enrolment programs, such as those targeting new citizens or 
17 and 18 year old school students (for example, the AEC pays a "bounty" to schools for 
enrolments by their students, and enrolment forms are included in Year 12 Results Advice). 
New data sources are being added to the CRU system, and other process changes are planned. 
These new and existing processes are enabling the AEC to ensure the electoral roll is as up to 
date as possible at any given point in time. 
Removing names from the roll: When the AEC receives information that a person is no longer 
living at their enrolled address, notice is sent to the elector advising that their name will be 
removed if a satisfactory reply is not received. Each year approximately 2% of all electors are 
removed by this process. Other grounds for removing names from the roll are that the elector is 
not entitled on citizenship grounds. Any elector may lodge a ‘private objection’ if they consider 
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that another elector is not entitled to enrolment. Information on the private objection process can 
be obtained from any AEC office. 
Death Deletions: The AEC removes from the roll the names of persons who have died. This 
information may come from relatives, death notices in newspapers or from State Registrars of 
Deaths. Each year over 100,000 death deletions are made to the roll, and in the period 
immediately prior to elections this activity is carried out on a daily basis. 
Advantages 
The advantages of a continuous list of voters include the following:  

• The voters list is kept current, because it is updated on a regular basis.  
• It allows the list to be open for public inspection at all times during the year, not only 

during a specified period.  
• The cost of registering voters is spread across the entire period between elections, 

allowing for consistent budget planning. Despite this distribution of costs, there is still 
likely to be a cost spike at the time of the election or registration drive.  

• Because work is spread out throughout the year, funding does not require a steep rise in 
any one year or during any one period.  

• Partial elections create no particular election administration problem as the list is always 
ready.  

• The continuous list allows for a shorter time frame for the completion of the final voters 
list. For example, the adoption of a continuous list in 1997 enabled the campaign period 
for Canadian federal elections to be reduced by two weeks (from forty-eight to thirty-five 
days).  

• There is a relatively long time frame for making changes and corrections to the voters list 
when using the continuous list, because changes can be made throughout the year, not 
only during specific registration drives.  

• The continuous list can provide opportunities for developing efficiencies in the creation 
of a voters list. For example, when Elections Canada decided to adopt a continuous list of 
voters, one of the strongest arguments offered was the cost savings achieved by sharing 
data between federal and provincial election authorities. This information sharing is 
facilitated by the existence of a continuous list. This is not to suggest that a continuous 
list is necessarily and on its own a less costly method of registration compared to the 
periodic list. It does suggest, however, that efficiencies are possible with this method in 
some contexts.  

• A continuous list enables the government to use the voters list for other elections, such as 
industrial elections in Australia, or jury lists in the United States.  

• A continuous list can result in higher rates of voter registration because of the ongoing 
character of the registration process. On the other hand, the experience in many 
jurisdictions using continuous lists is that they are no more complete than enumeration 
and may actually be less complete, which has been shown to be the case, for example, in 
British Columbia.49 In the 1997 Canadian federal election, 4.6 percent of the final 
enrolment was captured in the revision stage and through election day registration; in 
Australia in 1996, five hundred thirty-two thousand transactions (additions, deletions, 
alterations) were made in the week set aside for that after the continuous list had 
officially closed and immediately before the election. That figure amounted to 4.6 percent 
of the total Australian eligible electorate on election day, exactly the same percentage as 
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in Canada. And the latter situation occurred in a country that continuously updates its list 
using computers and compulsory registration.  

• In federal states, continuous lists enable the sharing of registration information across 
levels of government, thereby minimizing duplication. 

Disadvantages 
The disadvantages of a continuous list of voters include the following:  

• The need for technical sophistication, particularly with computing hardware and 
software, to maintain and continually update information.  

• Citizens must comply with requests to provide updated information. Their failure to do so 
may result in disproportionately large numbers of revisions in the final stage of list 
preparation. However, one response to this possibility is to allow access to other data for 
list maintenance. For example, motor voter registration in the United States and taxation 
records in Canada allow passive updates to occur with minimal or no activity on the part 
of the voter.  

• It requires the electoral authority to be diligent in maintaining the accuracy of the list. 
Serious problems have developed in countries when maintenance of the voter register has 
lagged or been sloppy. The buildup of "dead wood" on a continuous list is an electoral 
fraud or, at least, an administrative scandal waiting to happen.  

• To complete the updating of the list on an ongoing basis, there often is a need for 
considerable cooperation among several branches of government. An appropriate 
administrative structure, and administrative culture must be in place to respond to this 
requirement. 

Periodic List 
Characteristics of the Periodic List  
A periodic list is a voters list that is produced anew for each election. Thus, it is a voters list that 
is developed for occasional use, rather than an ongoing list. There is no attempt between 
elections to update or otherwise adjust the list. It is produced in the period immediately 
preceding the election, normally within a relatively short time frame. The closer to the election 
that the list is produced, the greater its currency, at least with respect to the eligibility and 
residence of voters. When the periodic list is used for elections in Westminister-style 
parliamentary elections (such as Canada up to the early 1990s), the list is devised during the 
election campaign (i.e., after parliament has been dissolved and the writs for the elections had 
been issued).  
In the Canadian federal election of 1997, the electoral administration, Elections Canada, moved 
toward the adoption of a continuous list of voters, and thus the enumeration occurred in the 
months before the start of the election campaign. On the other hand, Britain has a Westminister-
style system but does not wait until the campaign begins to create the voters list. Instead, there is 
an annual update campaign and then the list is effectively closed until the next annual update. 
Some have called this a permanent list with periodic updates.  
In non-Westminister systems, in which elections occur on predetermined dates, the list can be 
developed before the official start of the campaign. The latter scenario provides a longer time 
frame for the development of the preliminary list (see Production of Preliminary Voters List) and 
the final list (see Definitions, Introduction).  
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Because a periodic list requires the registration of all voters in a relatively short period of time, it 
requires substantial resources in terms of both time and money clustered at the time at which 
registration occurs. With a continuous list, the costs are spread out over a longer period of time. 
In the language of election administrators, the development of a periodic list has significant cost 
spikes. In Ghana, for example, the construction of a periodic list required a supply of twenty 
thousand registration centres staffed by sixty thousand trained workers.48  
Advantages 
The advantages of the periodic list include the following:  

• There is no need for a large election administrative apparatus to maintain an ongoing list.  
• There is no need to track changes in voters' personal information (including their address 

changes) in the period between elections.  
• The voter registration period is a discrete event, with clearly identifiable beginning and 

end points.  
• The voter registration process can be a highly salient and focussed event, maximizing the 

interest of voters and serving to heighten interest in the election.  
• The registration drive provides for a limited time period for a voter education campaign.  
• The periodic list can be developed without necessarily resorting to high-tech computer 

hardware and software.  
• The periodic list, because it does not require the maintenance of ongoing voter 

registration information, need not be computer based. The rationale for computerizing the 
voter registration process is less compelling for the periodic list than for the continuous 
list or the civil registry.  

• Of the three performance measure of completeness, currency, and accuracy, the periodic 
list performs particularly well on currency.  

Disadvantages 
The disadvantages of the periodic list include:  

• The periodic list has a significant cost spike. The costs of registering voters is highly 
focused during the registration period, rather than being spread throughout the electoral 
cycle (that is, in the full period between elections).  

• With the entire voter registration process focused on a relatively short time frame, the 
risk to disruption due to unpredictable weather events or political events is increased.  

• The periodic list, particularly when used in Westminster-style parliamentary elections, 
provides a short time frame for gathering information and making necessary changes. It is 
often the case that a rushed job, dictated by the imperative of completing the preliminary 
and final voters list in preparation for the election campaign, and the election itself, leads 
to a compromise on the quality of the information and the list.  

• The periodic list may require a longer campaign period, if the list is being constructed 
during the campaign.  

• The spikes in developing a periodic list can be difficult for some governments to absorb. 
Governments can often handle modest increases in budgets. However, the funds and 
resources needed to properly carry out a periodic registration can severely strain an 
already overstretched government budget.  
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• The processing of all voter registration data, collected over a short time frame, places 
heavy burdens on other support areas, such as data entry, or information processing. The 
period of time it takes to perform data entry sometimes requires that the registration take 
place well in advance of the election. This may result in persons who turn 18 after 
registration takes place and before the election to be disenfranchised unless corrective 
steps are taken to include them in the voter register. 
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CONCLUSION  

Just as a matter of scale, the Indian election ranks as a miracle. The country includes some 670 
million registered voters - almost more than the combined voter strength of all the countries of 
the developed world, including the United States, the countries of Western Europe, Australia, 
Canada, and Japan. This huge electorate votes in a million polling stations set up in areas ranging 
from the snow-tipped Himalayas to remote deserts to tiny sparsely populated islands, manned by 
a vast army of five million polling personnel and security forces along with some 2000 special 
observers to monitor the election.  The entire process is estimated to cost about Rs.10 billion 
($220 million), according to the Election Commission 
 
These staggering figures make India’s general election the largest single event to manage in the 
world. 
 
Because of the sheer size of the election process, just to complete the process successfully would 
be a huge achievement. Indian elections have consistently been free and fair. Well, almost. 
 
The Indian electoral system suffers from some deficiencies that, in some cases, undermine the 
democratic ideals of this country. For instance, we see that hundreds of thousands of eligible 
voters lost their franchise in the 2004 elections because their names were not on the electoral 
rolls. These are voters who respect the democratic process and care enough to come out and 
make it work. While other countries are struggling to increase voter turnout levels, we have had 
to deny voters their franchise because of faulty registration procedures. 
 
 The very first deficiency that comes to mind is that the voter registration process is just not 
accessible enough. To get registered, you must go to the local elections office and fill in a form. 
Many voters may not be aware of how to get themselves registered, who to go to for help, when 
the deadlines for registration are. Some may not even be aware of where their local elections 
office is. The process needs to be made more visible, so to speak One way to do this would be to 
improve our voter education programmes in a big way, to ensure that every voter knows what to 
do, and if he doesn’t, he knows whom to approach for help. The other way to do this will be to 
revamp the voter registration system to make it more voter-friendly. (Of course, ideally, voter 
education and voter registration reform should go hand in hand.) 
 
We must keep the system followed in the USA, Australia and several other countries in mind. 
These countries, as has been explained before, use community centres in every neighbourhood as 
voter registration nodes. The agency we must look at more closely is the post office. India has an 
excellent postal network, possibly the largest in the world. No other network, except, perhaps, 
the Indian Railways, can boast of its outreach.  
 
Everyone, even in the most remote corners of the country knows where their post office is. It 
would improve accessibility in a big way. And, we must remember that incorporating the post 
office in the voter registration system will not involve too much of an infrastructural 
overhaul.The forms must be made available to the postal authorities, who must then ensure that 
these forms are promptly conveyed to the election authorities. Voter lists must also be made 
available at the post office so that voters can check to see if their names are on the lists. 
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This has already been started, albeit in a small way by the Confederation of Indian Industry 
(CII). With an objective to promote higher voter turnout, registration of young (18+) in voters 
lists and providing an information service to the voting public on different aspects of the election 
procedures for the General Elections 2004, the CII has entered into a partnership with the State 
Election Offices in Chennai, Bangalore, Hyderabad, Delhi, Mumbai & Kolkata. 

5 Touch Screen Kiosks had been installed at the   Main Post Offices in   Chennai to provide 
information on voter lists, voting booths etc.  

The kiosks have been installed at; Anna Salai Head Post   Office; Washermenpet Post Office; 
Anna Nagar Post Office; T Nagar Post Office & Adyar Post Office. 

 
However, we must always be careful to walk the fine line between flexibility and security. We 
do not want to make the system amenable to voter fraud. We must ensure that we do not fall into 
the same quagmire that the USA did with NVRA.  
 
Making the post office a nodal agency for voter registration will only be the start. A major 
revamp is essential both in the way that voters are registered and in the way that lists are 
maintained. We must reach a position where we con point to those who have not been registered, 
like in Australia. 
 
Online registration is a far cry from where we are standing right now. It is just as well, as online 
registration has a long way to go before it can safely be used in the election process. The security 
concerns that it raises cannot be solved unless a major change is brought about in the way that 
the Internet functions. Electronic registration is undoubtedly more secure, but we just do not 
possess the infrastructure to consider it as a major mode of registering voters in India. Election 
day registration is just not feasible as it would have immense possibility to commit fraud. 
Fingerprint registration would require too much infrastructure to be successful, though biological 
ID may well be the solution to voter fraud if we are able to answer privacy concerns. 
 
It would be impossible to conduct the registration process of a vast electorate like India’s without 
a single hitch. But the procedure is crying out for reform. A democratic government obtains its 
legitimacy from the people of the country; they are its raison d’etre. To deny the people who 
have the right to vote, their franchise, indeed their power, is nothing short of an outrage that 
needs to be remedied immediately. 
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