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FOCUS: TECHNOLOGY & ELECTIONS
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by Michael Yard

TECHNOLOGY AS IF PEOPLE MATTERED

To stop the rampant misapplication of technology, we need
criteria to help election decision makers decide upon the
appropriateness of any proposed solution. Based on my first-
hand experience, I propose the following criteria for applying
technological solutions and encourage those in charge of IT
decisions to refine them based upon their experience.

Appropriate technology:
• Matches the problem to be solved. First, a thorough effort

must be made to define the problem. Every appropriate
application of technology begins with a detailed requirements
analysis, which should be completed before beginning to
evaluate proposed solutions.

• Matches the environment in which it must be used. An
integral part of the requirements analysis is determining any
environmental considerations: electrical supply,
communication media, security concerns, and availability of
replacement parts and technological skills to operate and
maintain the system.

• Matches the budget and available funding. The proposal
should consider the total cost of ownership over the lifecycle
of the technology and the return on investment. The solution
should represent a responsible use of resources, regardless
of who is paying the bill.

Procrustes, according to Greek mythology, had a house by the
side of the road where he offered his hospitality to every passing
stranger, inviting his guests in for a pleasant meal and a night’s
rest on his very special bed. According to Procrustes, his bed
had a magical property—its length fit exactly anyone who lay
down upon it. What Procrustes didn’t volunteer was the method
by which his one-size-fits-all was achieved. If the guest was
too tall, Procrustes cut off his legs; if he was too short, he was
put on a rack and stretched to just the right height.

Procrustes is alive and well in 2001. Posing as salesperson,
consultant, or devotee of technology, he continues to lure the
unsuspecting with promises of solutions that magically adapt
to provide a perfect fit for every problem. A well-known adage
among computer programmers describes the Procrustean
approach: if you are trying to sell a hammer, every problem
begins to look a lot like a nail.

Technology sometimes does provide almost magical solutions
to real-world problems. But all too often the promises of
technology are misapplied, particularly in the case of elections
technology. In the past seven years working as a consultant in
international election administration, I have seen plenty of
unsuitable applications of technology, including:

• Fully funded proposals to provide fax machines to district
electoral offices that have neither electricity
nor phone lines

• A $5 million voter ID card system dependent
upon biometric identification to prevent
duplicate registration for less than a million
voters. That computes to $5 per voter for a
system that six months after the election
has still not produced the ID cards

• An electronic ballot box to automatically
scan and count ballots—for use in a country
where power outages for more than 20
hours per day are the norm

• A plan to deploy 30,000 laptop computers
in a gigantic wide-area-network to register
50 million voters, again in a country without
reliable electricity or telephone connections

The introduction of the concept of “appropriate
technology” is most often attributed to British
economist, E.F. Schumacher, in his classic
book, Small is Beautiful: Economics as if
People Mattered. In the title, as well as
throughout the book, Schumacher gives an
appropriate framework for evaluating
technological and economic systems.

THE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF CLERKS, RECORDERS,
ELECTION OFFICIALS AND TREASURERS (IACREOT)

IACREOT held its 30th Annual Conference and Trade Show
on June 16-20, 2001, in Billings, Montana. In attendance were
over 800 delegates, guests, and vendors. IACREOT President
Gerald Gibson presided over this year’s conference, which
featured outstanding seminars on the latest developments in
elections and election technology.

Election officials were offered the following topics for debate
and discussion:

• Innovations in Election Equipment and Services in which more
than 25 vendors presented their latest products.

• Internet Voting - The eCompany Perspective.

•  Florida - The Real Story composed of three segments: Jane
Carroll, Retired Supervisor of Elections from Broward County
on the Florida recount; representatives from Voter News
Service on early reporting of Presidential results; and Judge
Patricia Lykos from Houston, Texas, with a discussion on
working to regain the public trust in the election process.

Upon completion of the breakout seminars, delegates visited
a trade show featuring the very latest in election equipment.
IACREOT was proud to partner with IFES once again in the
formal introduction of the 2001 Buyer’s Guide for Election
Services, Supplies and Equipment. A formal banquet brought
the conference to a close with the swearing in of the officers
for the year 2001-2002.

Next year’s 31st Annual Conference is scheduled for Kansas
City, Missouri from June 18-22, 2002. For information on
membership and other IACREOT functions, call toll free at 1-
800-890-7368 or visit our Web site at www.iacreot.com.

ASSOCIATION OF AFRICAN ELECTION AUTHORITIES (AAEA)

Flora Nkurukenda, Deputy
Chairperson of the Electoral
Commission of Uganda and Chair
of the Association of African
Election Authorities (AAEA) General
Assembly, recently represented the
Association at the Consultative
Meeting for a Proposed Forum for
Appointed and Elected
Parliamentarians and Corporate
Officials on their Role in
Development. The Forum is an

initiative by the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) and
will serve as an advisory committee to the ECA in its efforts to
enhance efficiency in assisting parliament to manage political
and socio-economic transitions. Participants of the Forum include
parliamentarians, senior officials from governments and
government bodies, as well as regional and international
organizations and non-governmental organizations. Ms.
Nkurukenda was elected to the steering committee of the
planned Forum.

Between April and June, the Secretariat received several articles
for publication in a new edition of the AAEA newsletter.
Submissions so far include articles from the Democratic Republic
of Congo, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone.

ASSOCIATION OF ASIAN ELECTION AUTHORITIES (AAEA)

As the interim Secretariat of the AAEA, IFES is finalizing
preparations for the distribution of the Asian Law Compendium.
After corresponding with various members of the AAEA, it was
felt that the Law Compendium would be most effectively
distributed via CD-ROM, given its longevity and ability to store
large amounts of data. .

IFES is continuing to communicate with Chairman Bishnu Shah,
also Election Commissioner of Nepal, regarding a convenient
date and location for the AAEA Executive Board Meeting. Due
to the recent murders of the Royal Family in Nepal,
communications and plans for the board meeting were
temporarily halted. The agenda currently includes Cambodia’s
membership to the AAEA, the location of the permanent
secretariat, membership dues, the establishment of an active
on-line community, and development of funding capacities to
support AAEA’s sustainability.

A prototype of the Asian Law Compendium will be on display at
the board meeting and plans will be made for future distribution.
Based upon the decisions made at the board meeting, the interim
secretariat will establish a permanent secretariat and train
personnel.
www.ifes.org/AsiaAssocSite

ASSOCIATION ELECTION NEWS
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ASSOCIATION OF CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN ELECTION

OFFICIALS (ACEEEO)

The 10th Anniversary Conference of
the ACEEEO, Transparent Election
Campaign Financing in the 21st
Century will be held October 14 -
16, 2001 on the historic island of
Brijuni in Croatia. The conference
will focus on campaign financing
and election fraud. Experiences
gained from elections throughout

Southeastern Europe will also be discussed. The event is co-
hosted by IFES, ACEEEO, and the State Election Commission
of Croatia and will draw over 100 election officials, experts,
and equipment and services providers from Europe and around
the world. A draft agenda of the conference can be found at
http://www.aceeeo.com/newslet/brijuni.htm.

Presentations, workshops, and materials will provide
participating countries with valuable resources on campaign
finance. IFES has commissioned a comparative study on
campaign finance with funding from USAID and will report on
it. The results of the study will be published on CD-ROM and
distributed to practitioners, politicians, and scholars.

The event will also allow election officials to learn about new
election technologies. As in the past, companies supplying
election equipment to countries around the world will display
products at the Election Equipment and Services Exhibition.
To learn how to participate in the conference, visit
www.aceeeo.com/newslet/announcement2.jpg.

ASSOCIATION OF CARIBBEAN ELECTORAL

ORGANIZATIONS (ACEO)

The Second General Assembly of the
ACEO held in Kingston, Jamaica, July
30-31, 2001, brought together
distinguished election administrators
from around the region and the world.
Flora Nkurukenda, Deputy Chairman of
the Election Commission in Uganda,
and Lance Gough, Chairman of the
Chicago Board of Elections in the United
States, spoke on the benefits of the

national and regional election administration associations they
represent. They also discussed the activities of their associations
in areas such as technical assistance to fellow members, election
observation missions, and professional development training.

During the professional development sessions, voter registration
experts showcased new voter registration technology and their
appropriate application for the region. Unique features of the
region include the Automated Fingerprinting Identification
System (AFIS) of Jamaica’s voter registration system and the
security features of the new voter identification card in the
Dominican Republic.
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• Sustainability
The short lifecycle of most technologies poses a significant
challenge to the field of democratic development, particularly
in countries and regions lacking the resources necessary to
maintain, upgrade, or replace technologies. Moreover,
governments with limited investment capital find themselves
pressured to adopt technology without the social and
educational resources necessary to guarantee effective
incorporation into structures of governance and public
administration.

• Transparency
Above all else, the welfare of the global citizen must remain
primary. Public and civic education campaigns must highlight
the advantages, disadvantages, and proper use of information
management and communications systems. Change is
frightening, and the feeling of being excluded from current
events, trends, and resources can have significant political
and social consequences destructive to public order and
development.

Democracy must be seen as an “Operating System”—an
interactive relationship between hardware and software,
equipment and personnel. Neither can function alone and each

must be considered, designed, and
integrated in the management of
democratic transitions.

An “Open Architecture” for
Democracy
The growth of technology and the
Internet parallels the spread of
democracy internationally. Yet both
fields are hampered by the absence
of a globally accepted framework for
operation that incorporates the
unique cultural, historical, and social
needs of the countries applying the
technology.

Noted physicist and ethicist Albert
Einstein wrote, “It has become appallingly obvious that our
technology has exceeded our humanity.” The international
community, non-governmental and intergovernmental
organizations, international financial institutions, and bilateral
aid and development agencies have an important role to play in
mitigating the excesses of technology. The international
community must represent the global citizen in the information
age and balance technology with civil and public responsibility.
It also has an immutable responsibility to provide the highest
level of training and education to local partners and their
constituencies.

Finally, the international community must encourage the
advancement of technology within the field of democratic
transition management, but more importantly, it must ensure
that the advances do not outpace those the technology is created
to serve.

Alexander T. Knapp is Senior Operations Officer at IFES.

1 UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, http://www.un.org/
millenium/sg/report/summ.htm, Released 03 April, 2000
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• Automated Fingerprint Identification Systems (AFIS)
In countries where the public administrative process has been
inconsistent, manipulated, or destroyed, the creation of a
new baseline civil registry is critical to sustainable
reconstruction and development. Centralization of public
records management reduces costs significantly and, with
the introduction of high-speed data lines and transfer
applications, allows for the entering and amendment of
individual records from municipal or local government offices
via a finger touch-pad.

Appropriate applications of fingerprint data utilization create
a public and technical confidence in registration and allow
individual guarantees of authenticity in voting, health and
social services, or other identity-based applications.

• Wireless and Satellite Communications
Many African countries, in collaboration with multinational
communications companies, are eschewing the costs and
difficulties in the creation of traditional landline telephone
networks in favor of digital wireless systems. Consequently,
civil and public information will be disseminated and utilized
in methods very different than in many other countries with
conventional analog technologies.

In addition, the deployment of
rapid-reaction personnel to
remote or post-conflict regions
will benefit from, and in a
growing number of cases require,
wireless and satellite voice and
data communications.

These technological tools, much
like those of the preceding
generation, still depend upon
strategic planning, appropriate
training and safeguards, and
public confidence in the
transparency of their application
and management to be truly
effective.

Upgrades - Democracy 2.0
Much of cutting-edge technology in democracy development
is hardware-based, focusing on the actual physical equipment
and tools. What is critically important and too often lacking is
the software-based component: the training, legislation, public
education, and developmental focus to manage the application
of technology in democratic and post-conflict transitions.
Without the software, blind reliance upon the hardware of
democracy will fail to address the problems it is designed to
solve.

• Data Protection
A solid, dynamic legal and technical framework for the
protection of data must underpin these new technologies.
The Internet and other communications media revolutionize
the transfer of information; however, the sketchy protections
that guard that transfer are and will continue to be insufficient
to guarantee the public good against manipulation, violations
of privacy, or gross misuse of data.

Javier Cabreja, Executive Director of Citizen Participation, a
civil society organization based in the Dominican Republic;
Bishop Robert Rivas, President of the Christian Council of St.
Vincent and the Grenadines; and Jeffrey Mordecai, Board
Member of Citizen Action for Free and Fair Elections (CAFFE)
of Jamaica shared their experiences in drawing attention to
citizen concerns and election monitoring.
www.ifes.org/caribbean/index.htm

ASSOCIATION OF ELECTORAL ADMINISTRATORS (AEA)
The June 7 elections in the United
Kingdom, originally scheduled for May 3
but postponed due to the outbreak of Foot
and Mouth Disease, dominated events
this summer.

The Parliamentary Election attracted the
lowest turnout in modern times-59%.
Reasons for this are the subject of much
debate. A survey showed that 21% could
not get to the polling station; 16% were
away on Election Day; 15% were not

registered; 11% did not receive a poll card; and 10% were not
interested in voting. Turnout was down nearly 20% in the last
two elections and, with postal voting available on demand,
there were arguably even fewer reasons for people not to vote.

Late changes in the Electoral Law and information on fees put
election administrators under huge pressure. Many AEA
members felt that the system was close to a breakdown. Tight
deadlines, limited staff resources, a 300% increase in the
number of postal votes, and a heated debate about the
increased risk of fraud further aggravated the situation.
www.aea-elections.co.uk

ASSOCIATION OF ELECTION OFFICIALS IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

(AEOBIH)
During June and July, AEOBiH took measures to resolve the
problem of rejected ballots in the last General Elections. Of
nearly 80,000 voters who cast tendered ballots, approximately
one half was approved, while the remaining ballots were rejected
and therefore not counted. Financial assistance was granted
to 26 municipalities in Bosnia and Herzegovina to conduct
various registration activities such as formation of mobile Voter
Registration Centers; broadcasts via local radio and television;
printing and distribution of announcements, posters, and
leaflets; and organization of meetings with political parties,
secretaries of local communities and the local media.

The first round of the Elections Course for AEOBiH members
was held in Tuzla during May, June, and July 2001. Recently
certified AEOBiH instructors conducted the course and helped
20 other members of the AEOBiH acquire comprehensive
knowledge on international election standards, election systems,
and the (draft) election law and election administration in Bosnia
and Herzegovina. Beginning in September, identical courses
will be offered for AEOBiH members from the Banja Luka,
Sarajevo, and Mostar regions.

AEOBiH members also participated in four election observation
programs in Italy, England, Bulgaria, and Albania. These
observation missions constitute a part of a comprehensive
professional development program that IFES/AEOBiH is
conducting for election officials in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
www.aeobih.com.ba


