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Abstract 

Since the return of democracy in 1999, the Independent National 

Electoral Commission (INEC) has been very instrumental in the 

conduct of elections in Nigeria. Beclouded with galaxies of electoral 

challenges and issues of free, fair and credible elections in Nigeria, 

INEC introduced the Card Reader as an instrument for enhancing 

the credibility of elections. Hence this work is an attempt to 

examine the role of INEC in the conduct of elections against the 

background of contending perspectives on the use of card reader in 

Nigeria. The work further identifies the pros and cons of the card 

reader in relations to the Nigeria’s political development and the 

political behaviour of Nigerians especially as it relates to elections 

and electoral processes.  Relying on the merits of secondary data 

and Gabriel Almond’s structural functionalism as a theoretical 

pedestal, this research is conducted and analyzed. It is the position 

of this work that the introduction of Card Reader by INEC in 
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Nigeria’s Electoral process is a commendable development and 

good for Nigeria’s democracy. The work therefore recommends an 

improvement in the use of Card Reader in such a way that the 

limitations witnessed in the 2015 general elections will be 

addressed.  

 

Keywords: Democracy, Election, Card Reader, Technology, political 

behaviour, political party 

 

Introduction 

Elections and electoral processes are integral condiments of every 

democracy as they determine who gets what, when and how as far as 

power acquisition is concerned. The quality of every election is 

determined by the quality and standard of the electoral umpire.  In the 

case of Nigeria the Independent National Electoral Commission is the 

institution of the state saddled with the responsibility of conducting free, 

fair and credible elections. It is also important to note that the political 

behaviour of Nigerians who see winning election as do-or-die affairs 

makes the work of INEC more difficult. As a result, Nigeria’s electoral 

processes are characterized by violence and other forms of security threats 

and challenges which to a large extent affect INEC’S efficiency and 

effectiveness.  

Election is one of the most effective instruments of democracy through 

which the people express their wishes by electing their representatives 

freely without any restriction or coercion. Conducting free, fair and 

transparent election has been a major challenge to various electoral bodies 

since independence. It could be argued that since independence (apart 

from the aborted 3rdrepublic election) no election conducted by any 

electoral body in Nigeria represents popular choice (Shuaibu, 2017). 

Since political independence, Nigeria’s democratization has witnessed 

massive electoral fraud characterized by violence, which has 

compromised the very ethics of democracy. Electoral fraud which can also 
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be referred to as election rigging is described as electoral malpractices. It is 

committed with corrupt and sinister intention to influence, intimidate and 

commit other acts of coercion on voters, and declaring a losing candidate 

as a winner (Osita, 2015). 

Nigeria’s Fourth Republic, which has witnessed four general elections 

(1999, 2003, 2007,  2011 and 2015),is yet to show profound evidence of a 

growing democracy. All of these elections were marked with 

controversies, just as their processes and end products encountered 

credibility and legitimacy crises. Obviously, all these account for the lack 

of appropriate policy formulation and effective implementation that are 

needed for the improvement of the standard of living of the people and 

development of the country as a whole (Yagboyaju, 2007). 

In the view of Kurfi (cited in  Mato, 2009), electoral malpractices in 

Nigeria  is manifested in various forms and dimensions which includes: 

i. Compilation of fictitious names on voters register; 

ii. Illegal compilation  of  separate  voters list; 

iii. Illegal printing of voters card; 

iv. Illegal possession of ballot boxes; 

v. Stuffing of ballot boxes; 

vi. Falsification of election results; 

vii. Illegal thumb printing of ballot papers; 

viii. Under  age voting; 

ix. Illegal  printing of  forms used for collection and declaration of 

election results; 

x. Deliberate refusal to supply election materials to certain area; 

xi. Announcement  of result s in places where no elections was 

conducted; 

xii. Unauthorized announcement of results; 

xiii. Harassment of candidates, agents and voters;; 

xiv. Change of list of electoral officials and; 

xv. Box switching and inflation of figures. 
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Free, fair and credible elections are central to electoral democracy and 

provide vital means of empowering citizens to hold their leaders 

accountable. In a multi-party democracy, it behoves on both the elected 

and appointed government officials at all levels of the political system to 

render periodic account of their stewardship to the populace. However, 

accountability of public officials in Nigeria has been undermined by the 

fact that elections in the country are perennially fraught with 

irregularities. The democratization of politics has been unsuccessful in 

arresting electoral frauds perpetrated by different political parties and 

megalomaniac politicians (Nwangwu, 2015: 2). 

In an attempt to address all these issues INEC under Prof Attahiru Jega 

introduced the Permanent Voters Card and the Smart Card Reader as 

measures to improve the quality of Nigeria’s electoral processes. The 

introduction of these innovations has also suffered series of criticisms to 

the point that it has led to the polarization of thoughts in Nigeria whether 

or not Nigeria is ripe enough to integrate technology into her electoral 

processes. It is based on the foregoing that this paper attempts to analyze 

the contending perspectives on the use of Smart Card Readers in Nigeria’s 

elections using the 2015 general elections case study.  

 

Conceptual and theoretical issues  

Democracy and Democratic consolidation: Although there are different 

conceptions of democracy (Janda, et al 1997, Massoud, 2000). However, 

the democratization processes that took place in most African states in the 

1990’s were geared towards the western liberal democracy which 

emphasizes the following: (a) Competitive party politics through 

constitutionally recognized opposition. (b) Entrenched fundamental 

human rights through which the citizens could exercise political 

participation in the political system. (c) The existence and adherence to the 

principle of rule of law that must guide functional conflicts as regards the 

processes for power acquisition. (d) Independent electoral body that 

should be free from the manoeuvring and influence of governmental 
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officials and must be viewed as credible by competing parties. (e) The 

principle of political equality which respects the notion of one man, one 

vote and where the votes of the electorate court. (f) The notion of free and 

fair election, where electorate are neither intimated nor insecure in 

participating in elections (Omodia, 2009: 38). 

Diamond (1999) describes democratic consolidation as the process of 

achieving broad and deep legitimization such that political actors believe 

that popular rule is better for their society than any other alternative they 

can imagine. Hence, it is a state of developed democratic cultures where 

political actors adhere to the democratic rules of the game.   Democratic 

Consolidation has also been defined as series of continuous actions and 

changes geared towards the replacement of an existing system of 

authoritarian and undemocratic rule (Yagboyaju, 2007).  According to 

Asiwaju (2000), democratic consolidation implies the internalisation of 

democratic culture and the institutionalisation of democratic best process. 

Election: Election is a process, and it is free if all stages of the process are 

devoid of inhibitions and contradictions. It is also fair if the process shows 

no favour to persons, party or side. Fairness means acting in an honest 

and honourable manner that is in accordance with what is desirable 

according to rules (Okoh, 2005: 24). Thus, elections are significant because 

they confer legitimacy to leaders and governments when they are 

democratically conducted. But, it generates legitimacy crises when 

persons and governments that are not the true choice of the people are 

foisted on them (Nwolise, 2007: 156)   According to Nnoli (2003: 220), 

election is so clearly tied to the growth and development of representative 

democratic government that it is the single most important indicator of 

the presence or absence of such government. They are meaningfully 

democratic if they are free, fair, participatory, credible, competitive and 

legitimate. Elections are, therefore, adjudged to have met these criteria 

when they are administered by a neutral authority; when the electoral 

administration is sufficiently competent and resourceful to take specific 

precautions against fraud; when the police, military and courts treat 
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competing candidates and parties impartially; when contenders all have 

access to the public media; when electoral districts and rules do not 

grossly handicap the opposition; . . . when the secret of the ballot is 

protected; when virtually all adults can vote; when procedures for 

organizing and counting the votes are widely known; and when there are 

transparent and impartial procedures for resolving election complaints 

and disputes (Diamond, 2008: 25). 

In the final analysis, elections demonstrate that political power derives 

from the people and is to the people that political leaders must be 

accountable. In the last resort, only the possibility of being voted out of 

office that ensures those elected fulfil their trust and maintain the 

standards of public office (David and Kevin, 1995: 35). 

 

Theoretical framework 

Theories are important instrument in political analysis; it gives insight and 

understanding to political and social phenomenon. For the purpose of this 

study, the Gabriel Almond’s   structural functionalism would be adopted 

as a theoretical pedestal to examine the role of the Independent National 

Electoral Commission (INEC) in Nigeria’s electoral processes. Structural 

functionalism as a theory tries to explain the basic function of the political 

structures in the political system and it is also a tool of investigation. In 

essence, it explains the relationships between the parts (structures) on one 

hand and between the parts and the whole (political system) on the other 

hand. The relationship is explained in terms of the functions of each 

(Olaniyi,  2001: 73). The theory clearly shows that every system is made up 

of structures and each structure performs a function. In the context of this 

paper, INEC is a structure in Nigeria and its duty and function is to 

conduct elections in Nigeria to ensure democratic transition both at the 

state level and at the federal level. If INEC fails in this function, the entire 

political system will be affected. In a bid to perform this function that 

INEC introduced the Permanent Voters Cards (PVCs) and Smart Card 

Reader (SCR) into Nigeria’s electoral process as a device to solve the 
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perennial problems of electoral malpractices that has characterized 

Nigeria’s political and electoral history. 

 

Contending perspectives on the use of card reader 

The smart card reader was the most highly contentious and the real issue 

in the 2015 general elections in Nigeria. It was used for the first time in 

Nigeria’s electoral process and it remains one of the greatest innovative 

technologies in the 2015 general elections. It is a technological device 

setup to authenticate and verify on Election Day, a Permanent Voter Card 

(PVC) issued by Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC). The 

fundamental basis for the deployment of the technologically-based device 

by INEC was to ensure a credible, transparent, free and fair election in 

order to deepen Nigeria’s democracy. (Alebiosu, n.d). 

The choice to use these instruments polarized the country into different 

groups that are for and against. This division stirred up series of 

arguments, and counter arguments to justify the existing perspectives. The 

dialectical relationships between the PDP and APC and their supporters 

made the issues of Card Readers and PVC more interesting. Commenting 

on the issue Osita (2015: 11) maintained that the Polemics over the use of 

the Smart Card Reader continued with accusations and counter 

accusations between the two major parties, the PDP and APC, on the 

merits and de-merits of its use and possible designs for rigging by either 

of the parties. The hitches observed during the test- run of the SCR were 

significant enough to renew the rivalry between both parties in an already 

highly polarized political climate. While the APC hailed the outcome of 

the exercise as an impediment to “manipulate the coming elections”, the 

PDP dismissed it and asked that the usage of the card readers for the 

crucial election be shelved. 

However, in principle, Nigerians welcomed the idea of the innovation as 

they hoped it would assist stem the tide of electoral malpractices in the 

country. What was worrisome for many was the timing which became an 

issue as the INEC Chairman, took almost four years before jumpstarting 
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arrangements for the use of the Smart Card Readers. Many believed the 

INEC Chairman did not do wholesale test-run of the Smart Card Reader 

(SCR). Moreover, INEC staff and ad-hoc staff were not properly trained 

on how to handle the Card Readers (Odiakose, 2015). 

The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) produced 

Permanent Voter Cards (PVCs) for 68,833,476 persons in the biometric 

Register of Voters ahead of the March 28th and April 11th, 2015 general 

elections. The PVC replaced the Temporary Voter Card (TVC) issued on 

the heels of registration of voters in 2011. According to INEC, quality, 

security, durability and cost effectiveness were underlying factors in the 

production of the Permanent Voter Cards. These cards have many 

components and specialized features (e.g. base substrate, security 

printing, personalization, lamination and chip embedding), and it was 

designed with an average life span of ten (10) years (INEC, FACTSHEET 

on PVCs and Card Readers, 2015) 

The card reader uses a highly secure and cryptographic technology that is 

used commonly in devices that need to perform secure transactions, such 

as paying terminals. It has ultra-low power consumption, with a single 

core frequency of 1.2GHz and an Android 4.2.2 operating system. The 

card reader units were supposedly broadly subjected to Quality 

Assurance, Integrity and Functionality testing and found reliable in ease 

of use, battery life and speed of processing before the elections. In theory, 

it was to take an average of 10 seconds to authenticate a voter; however, 

the experience was somehow, different as the Reader failed on several 

occasions. This was in spite of the fact that the card readers were subjected 

to stress testing in some states and FCT ahead of the March 28 and April 

11, 2015 elections (INEC, FACTSHEET on PVCs and Card Reader, 2015). 

According to a press release by Mr. Idowu (2015), the Chief Press 

Secretary to INEC Chairman, the decision to deploy Smart Card Readers 

(SCRs) for the 2015 General Elections have four main objectives.  
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i. To verify PVCs presented by voters at polling units and ensure 

that they are genuine, INEC-issued (not cloned) cards. This 

objective was achieved 100%.  

ii. To biometrically authenticate the person who presents PVC at 

the polling unit and ensure that he/she is the legitimate holder 

of the card. In this regard, there were a few issues in some states 

during the public demonstration. Overall, 59% of voters who 

turned out for the demonstration had their fingerprints 

successfully authenticated.  

iii.  To provide disaggregated data of accredited voters in 

male/female and elderly/youth categories― a disaggregation 

that is vital for research and planning purposes, but which 

INEC until now had been unable to achieve. The demonstration 

fully served this objective. 

iv.  To send the data of all accredited voters to INEC’s central 

server, equipping the Commission to be able to audit figures 

subsequently filed by polling officials at the polling units to 

determine if fraudulent alterations were made. The public 

demonstration also succeeded wholly in this regard (Idowu, 

2015 http://inecnigeria.org/inecnews. Accessed on the 5th of 

June,2016..) 

These were some of the reform measures taken by INEC in the run-up to 

the 2015 elections. However, the most novel and strategic measure taken 

was the introduction and use of the Permanent Voter Cards (PVCs) and 

Smart Card Reader (SCR). This was the “joker” that made it extremely 

difficult to rig the elections, in spite of the efforts made by desperate 

politicians to scuttle the use of this device. It is clearly evident from the 

exertions of INEC in preparing for the election that this was the main, but 

of course, not the only reason for the success of the 2015 election, in spite 

of opinion to the contrary (Osita, 2015:8). 

http://inecnigeria.org/inecnews
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Responding to opposition to the use of the biometric technology, 

Mohammed notes that:  

Nigerians have sacrificed all they can to obtain their 

PVCs, which are now their most-prized possession. 

They have also hailed the plan by INEC to use the 

card reader to give Nigeria credible polls. Only 

dishonest politicians, those who plan to rig, those 

who have engaged in a massive purchase of PVCs 

and those who have something to hide are opposed 

to use of the machine (cited in Adeyemi, Abubakar & 

Jimoh, The Guardian, March 5, 2015). 

As observed earlier, the use of the biometric machine during the elections 

was characterized by malfunctions. These ranged from limited or non-

verification of voters’ fingerprints even after authenticating their 

Permanent Voters Card (PVCs), slow accreditation process as a result of 

poor internet server operations in some locations. There was also 

inadequate knowledge of the use of card readers by both INEC officials 

and voters. These hitches were more rampant during the March 28 

Presidential and National Assembly (NASS) Elections because some of the 

polling officers were handling the machine for the first time and failed to 

peel off the nylon films covers of the lenses to enable accurate biometric 

reading. Thus, the March 28 elections were characterized by situations 

whereby:  

Electronic readers of biometric PVCs failed to verify 

fingerprints in many instances and resulted in delays in 

voter accreditation in a high number of polling stations. 

Where fingerprint scanning failed, there did not appear 

to be uniform understanding of contingency planning 

among polling officials, including requirements for 

large-scale manual verification of voters' identities 

against the printed voter registry and the issuance of 

Incident Forms. When Incident Forms were diligently 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Independent National Electoral Commission         123 

completed by INEC officials, accreditation was often 

delayed even further due to the time required to fill out 

a form for each voter whose fingerprints could not be 

read (NDI, 2015:3). 

There counter arguments against some antagonists who claimed that the use 

of the Smart Card Reader was contrary to the electoral Act. Osiata (2015:10-

11) maintained that, the introduction of the Card Reader for the purpose of 

accreditation of voters helped to improve the integrity of the electoral 

process. Moreover, it does not violate the Electoral Act 2010, as Amended, or 

the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, as Amended. It adds 

value to the process in line with the yearnings of Nigerians for credible 

elections, and accords with international best practices. Whereas the Electoral 

Act prohibits the use of electronic voting, the Card Reader is not a voting 

machine and is not used for voting. The Card Reader is used only for 

accreditation of voters, and only accreditation (and not voting) data is 

transmitted by it. 

Why applauding the role of the Smart Cards and Permanent 

Voters card in the success of the 2015 elections Jega maintained 

that:  

We have made rigging impossible for them (electoral 

fraudsters) as there is no how the total number of 

votes cast at the polling unit could exceed the number 

of accredited persons. Such discrepancy in figures will 

be immediately spotted. This technology made it 

impossible for any corrupt electoral officer to connive 

with any politician to pad-up results. The information 

stored in both the card readers and the result sheets 

taken to the ward levels would be retrieved once there 

is evidence of tampering.... (cited in Oche, Leadership, 

April 5, 2015). 

The Smart Card Readers (SCRs) and the Permanent Voters Card (PVC) 

no doubt played important role in ensuring the credibility of the 2015 
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elections. However several problems were encountered. Some of the 

problems observed with the card readers during the 2015 General 

Elections are under-listed:  

i. there were cases of fingerprint and even PVC 

rejection, especially \ESW0-of cards brought 

from other polling units; 

ii.  a  number of fingerprint rejections were 

among the elderly;  

iii.  there were cases of card readers not working 

at all;  

iv.  there were delays in using the card readers 

in some polling units;  

v.  network failure;  

vi. there were cases where voters‟ pictures did 

not appear on card reader; 

vii. some of the card readers functioned slowly 

and did not pick up on time; 

viii.  some card readers were not very sensitive to 

thumbprints;  

ix.  some card readers rejected their passwords 

initially;  

x.  there were a few cases of low battery 

strength and in some instances the batteries 

were completely drained;  

xi.  there was a case where the card reader did 

not correspond with the manual;  

xii.  some card readers stated card mismatch 

information;  

xiii.  some of the card readers had incorrect 

setting; and 

xiv. During the Governorship and SASS 

Elections, some card readers still had data 
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from the March 28 elections on them 

(Election Monitor, 2015: 46-47). 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This work attempted to examine the role of INEC in the conduct of 

elections vis a vis the contending perspectives on the use of PVC and 

SCRs in the 2015 election. It is the position of this paper that the 

introduction of the PVC and SCRs is a commendable achievement by 

INEC and that it brought a great deal of sanity in Nigeria’s electoral 

processes. This paper also recommends that INEC should maintain the 

usage of the card readers in all subsequent elections. Despite the hiccups 

associated with the use of the machines, it is very important that their 

usage be maintained in all subsequent elections. These elections show that 

technology has its merit and is the way to go in Nigeria’s elections.  

Accreditation should be done simultaneously with voting. The reason for 

having accreditation and then voting is to prevent voters who wish to vote 

at more than one polling unit on election day from doing so. The card 

reader makes it impossible to get accredited in two places (card reader 

only works with PVC specifically programmed for that unit). For this 

reason, there is no major reason to continue separating the two activities 

especially since the card reader has addressed this issue. INEC should 

embark on full implementation of e-voting and other technology-based 

approach to elections administrations. To achieve this, however, the 

Commission should work with the NASS to get Section 52 of the Electoral 

Act 2010 amended.  
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