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About the “Mukalenga wa Bantu" Series 

In October 2022, the Congo Research Group (CRG) and its research partner Ebuteli launched a series of reports on 
democracy in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. This project focuses on structures of mobilization as a means of 
scrutinizing conduits of accountability in the country. 

Congolese overwhelmingly believe in electing their leaders––in our recent poll with BERCI, 77% said this was the best 
form of governing; very few would like to return to the days of single-party or military rule. And yet, most Congolese are 
not happy with what democracy has provided. Only 37,5% express some degree of trust in the central government; that 
same figure is 32% for the national assembly. 

What explains this gap between democracy’s popularity and dissatisfaction with the government and elected officials? 
There are many factors that contribute to the country’s democratic weaknesses. Much of the focus has been on the 
electoral process itself––the electoral commission, the court system, and allegations of vote rigging. Indeed, CRG and 
Ebuteli will soon be publishing such an analysis in preparation for the upcoming 2023 polls. Other analyses have highlighted 
the need for civic education and the dysfunctions of the media ecosystem in the Congo. 

This series of reports takes a different approach, focusing on the various channels of popular mobilization in the country 
that influence the government’s behavior. The title of this series––”Mukalenga wa bantu, bantu wa mukalenga” (the 
leader exists thanks to the people, and vice versa)––a saying from Kasaï, indicates the need for leaders to be accountable 
to the people, while at the same time citizens have a duty to mobilize and make themselves heard. 

Political parties themselves are the most obvious example of this kind of structure––we will soon be publishing two reports 
in this series, on the Union pour la démocratie et le progrès social (UDPS) and the Parti du peuple pour la reconstruction 
et la démocratie (PPRD), the two most important parties to arise since democratization began in 1990. The argument here 
is clear: the degree to which political parties can forge internal mechanisms of accountability and a coherent ideology will 
influence how they govern. 

Our first report will examine the role of the Catholic Church in the country’s democracy, while another will analyze the 
state of civil society in this current democratic moment. The Congo is a plural society, and these kinds of institutions––and 
we will highlight their strengths and flaws––have contributed to the vitality of its democracy: protestors have ensured 
term limits had to be respected, and a majority of parliamentarians are not reelected when citizens go to the polls. 
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Glossary of Acronyms
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UNDP  United Nations Development Programme
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Summary
The ongoing electoral process got off to a bad start in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Despite the many 
criticisms of the previous elections held in 2018, the 
country’s new voting cycle was launched with a Commis-
sion électorale nationale indépendente (CENI) staffed by 
leaders whose mandate had lapsed since 2019. Corneille 
Nangaa’s team continued to lead CENI, waiting for its 
membership to be renewed. However, deprived of ope-
rational funds, this transitional CENI failed to deliver much 
in terms of preparations for the upcoming elections. The 
whole electoral process was practically suspended until 
a new CENI team took office in October 2021, creating a 
significant delay. Recurring controversies around the ap-
pointment of those in charge at CENI have eroded trust 
in CENI and have contributed to this lag, which has raised 
fears that the elections, initially planned for the end of 
2023, would be postponed. 

Yet, after the 2018 contested elections, the new govern-
ment expressed a will to repair the system. To remedy 
the weaknesses of previous electoral cycles, proposals to 
improve the electoral system were tabled for debate. The 
new incoming parliamentary majority dismissed nearly 
all of them. Many proposed safeguards against the poli-
ticization of CENI were not included in the amended  law 
on the organization and functioning of CENI. For example, 
the proposal to require a balance between the various 
stakeholders in the electoral commission was rejected. 
The awaited reform of the electoral law was also unable 
to guarantee the transparency of future electoral ope-
rations. Also, the draft law submitted by a group of thir-
teen politicians and civil society leaders, the G13, which 
contained relevant remedies to this, was emptied of its 
substance before being adopted.

The constitutional court, the custodian of the electoral 
process, was not left unscathed by the government’s de-
termination to control the elections. Since 2018, several 
constitutional judges have had their mandates termina-
ted, sometimes by unorthodox means; others were ap-
pointed to other positions against their will.

This is the worrisome context in which the next elections 
are being prepared. The institutions involved in the elec-
toral process are under constant fire, including from the 
coalition in power. Many are questioning their indepen-
dence. Grave doubts are also emerging about the coun-
try’s ability to hold credible elections within the consti-
tutional deadlines. As the lessons of 2018 appear to not 
have been learnt, there is a risk that the same mistakes 
will be made. 

The main challenge is to reestablish trust in the electo-
ral process. All stakeholders, especially CENI and the ru-
ling coalition, should focus on finding a way to reassure 
everyone involved. The current government has a heavy 
responsibility to foster a clean break with electoral cy-
cles mired in controversy. And, if a political dialogue does 
come about, the various actors should prioritize seeking 
concrete and bold solutions to improve the electoral 
system, rather than sharing political spoils. 



7

A Bad Start?

Lessons from the 2018 Electoral 
Process
The 2018 elections were historic. For the first time in Con-
golese history, it led to the peaceful transfer of executive 
power between an outgoing president and the declared 
winner of the elections.¹ “However, the alternation of 
power does not make democracy, even if it has a role to 
play,” noted Jean Otemikongo Mandefu.² This is particu-
larly true because the results of the elections held on De-
cember 30, 2018 lacked transparency and were marred 
by numerous other irregularities.

CENI Under Political Control

It all starts with the body in charge of managing the elec-
tions. As with the previous electoral cycles, from the 
outset CENI found itself at the heart of controversies. Be-
tween 2012-2019, CENI had been negatively impacted by 
its changing membership, which is named by a mixture 
of the ruling coalition, the opposition, and civil society. 

After having led CENI during the 2006 elections, Father 
Apollinaire Malumalu was reinstated at its head in 2012. 
However, the Catholic Church, of which he was a mem-
ber, was unhappy about his nomination, disputing his 
membership in civil society, as well as his independence 
and neutrality. Before and after the 2006 elections, he 
worked for the presidency. 

With regard to the delegates of political parties, six are 
named by the majority and four by the opposition. To-
gether with the two remaining members chosen by civil 
society, they all have a six-year term and are expected to 
be independent of their various parties, according to the 
organic law on CENI. In practice, the parties often retain 
control over their delegates and tend to replace those 
who do not follow their wishes. The battle for control of 
the body resurfaced again in 2015, when Malumalu re-
tired due to illness. Corneille Nangaa was eventually cho-
sen to take his place following a vote held by the various 
religious denominations but boycotted by the Catholic 
Church, which complained of irregularities. This change 
at the head of CENI brought about other changes in the 
body, particularly that of André Mpungwe, who was re-
placed as vice-president by Norbert Basengezi on behalf 
of the ruling majority.
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In reality, there was political pressure on nearly all of the 
commission’s members, with each side wishing to place 
their most loyal delegate. Accused of collusion with the 
government, the rapporteur, Jean-Pierre Kalamba, initial-
ly appointed on behalf of the opposition for Union pour la 
démocratie et le progrès social (UDPS), was also request-
ed to be replaced by his party, without success. Most like-
ly shielded by those who ended up co-opting him, he re-
mained in post until elections were held. Only the deputy 
rapporteur, Onésime Kukatula, appears to have evaded 
such political fighting. 

As can be seen, the electoral commission, required to be 
independent by law, seems to be under political control, 
which has undermined trust in its ability to hold credible 
elections.

The Controversial Voting Machine: 
From Rejection to Acceptance?

During this period, CENI’s choices were also hotly dispu-
ted, starting with the voting machines. These were intro-
duced during the 2018 elections. They were presented 
as simple printers by CENI. Voting machines “will only be 
used to print ballots,”³ said Corneille Nangaa, then CENI 
president. In his view, using voting machines in no way 
meant holding an electronic vote, an opinion for which 
the opposition and a significant portion of civil society 
organizations admonished him, denouncing CENI for 
wanting to infringe on the provisions of the electoral law, 
which prohibited the holding of even semi-electronic vo-
ting.⁴ 

CENI also presented voting machines as a means of limi-
ting the already exorbitant costs of the elections, limi-
ting electoral fraud and reducing the time required to 
publish the results. This did little to convince the oppo-
sition, which renamed the machines “[vote] stealing 
machines”⁵ (machine à tricher), introduced to favor the 
ruling majority presidential candidate and to win a large 
victory in the general elections. In fact, many feared mas-
sive fraud since the voting machines presented many pit-
falls, including their “functionality […], which ranged from 
mere ballot printing to digital tallying and transmitting re-
sults; the manner in which the machines could be moni-
tored by stakeholders; and the digital literacy of Congolese 
voters.”⁶ CRG, for example, cited the risk of “long queues” 
for “an electorate [which] has no experience with touch-
screens,” and warned that “in light of experiences with 
similar equipment in other countries, the measures pro-

vided for in case of failure or malfunction may not be suf-
ficient.”⁷  Compounding this was the problem of the coun-
try’s poor electricity coverage and the lack of transparency 
surrounding the voting machines procurement contract.⁸  

In order to reassure the various stakeholders, CENI agreed 
to implement the recommendations of a voting machine 
study by the Westminster Foundation for Democracy. 
Their proposals included to turn off the Wi-Fi by default, 
to limit the total number of ballots authorized on each 
machine, and to review the selection and confirmation 
of candidates.⁹ After the elections, although the ruling 
coalition retained an overwhelming majority at the natio-
nal assembly, its candidate for the highest office, Emma-
nuel Ramazani Shadary, was not declared winner of the 
presidential elections. In the end, electoral observation 
missions praised the advantages of the voting machines 
which turned out, according to them, to be more impor-
tant than the fears raised. “Despite the technical pro-
blems which were fixed as soon as they were reported, 
the voting machines worked well overall, which can be 
seen as encouraging given the challenges that their use 
posed,” noted, for instance, the Synergie des missions 
d’observation citoyenne des élections (SYMOCEL) in its 
final report.¹⁰ 

In concrete terms, for CENI the purpose of the voting 
machines was first and foremost to enable ballot results 
to be verified twice: first with the data recorded by the 
machines and then with the results of the hand count. 
This last method took precedence over the results from 
the machines in case of inconsistencies.¹¹ This approach 
“allowed election officials to double-check manual tal-
lies against electronic results, which might have dis-
couraged tampering and allowed officials to more easily 
identify potential fraud,” indicated the Carter Center.¹²

When the results were announced, however, the num-
bers provided by CENI were different from those leaked 
by the same electoral commission and those from pa-
rallel compilations of specialized structures of the Con-
férence épiscopale nationale du Congo (CENCO).  Elec-
toral missions were relatively positive about the reliabi-
lity of the voting machines. For example, the electoral 
observation mission report of Justice et Paix Congo, the 
CENCO electoral observation mission, highlighted that: 
“92.31% of ballots cast show that voting machine results 
were consistent with the hand count. Whereas 7.09% of 
the reports indicate that these results were inconsistent 
with those of the hand count.” In this last case, 96.03% of 
those reports indicated that voting officials drafted the 
minutes of the count and the detailed results based on 
the hand count.
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During the electoral process, the voting machines should 
have simplified the presentation of candidates. This was 
the case, according to the Carter Center. “[T]he machines 
facilitated a more voter-friendly presentation of candi-
dates and ballots as compared to the previous elections,”¹⁴  
the report concluded. But it regretted that “voter educa-
tion regarding their use proved insufficient.”

This was why, in the end, the various observation mis-
sions did not advise against using voting machines in the 
next elections. In the view of SYMOCEL, what was re-
quired was rather a “participative assessment on the use 
of the voting machines, with a view to their potential ap-
propriation and the safeguarding of their data against ex-
ternal attacks.”¹⁵ Along the same lines, the Carter Center 
recalled “international best practices,” which require “in-
formation on the possible introduction of the electronic 
voting system [to] be made available to the public well in 
advance.” CENI had not done this. 

etween March and April 2022, a United Nations mission 
visited the DRC to assess electoral needs; it noted that 
the use of voting machines was an area of agreement 
among the various actors involved.¹⁶ Another study, com-
missioned by the International Foundation for Electoral 
Systems (IFES), concluded that “the existing legal and 
regulatory framework [should be] updated to ensure that 
the use of technology produces its promised benefits in 
terms of results transparency and actionability.”¹⁷   

Other Areas to Strengthen and Challenges 
Ahead

Several steps of the electoral process have taken place 
without eliciting much criticism. The  revision of the voter 
registry,  the registration of candidates, and the holding 
of elections themselves have not raised many suspicions.  
It is clear that CENI has been able to improve these stages 
of the process.  

The Consortium for Election and Political Process 
Strengthening (CEPPS) claimed, for instance, that the 
latest review of the voter registry “distinguished itself 
positively from its predecessors, notably in using techno-
logies that allegedly reduce data loss between field kits 
and the database – which was the biggest challenge to 
list credibility in 2006 and 2011 and resulted in millions of 
voters using off-the-list voting.”¹⁸ Some flaws remained, 
particularly the registration of at least 16% of electors 
without fingerprints during the preceding electoral cycle.

Another area to strengthen is the registration of can-
didates. This also took place according to the electo-
ral timetable and the electoral law. Nonetheless, from 
a political viewpoint, some opposition candidates were 
excluded from the process (Moise Katumbi) and others 
had their candidacies invalidated (Jean-Pierre Bemba and 
Adolphe Muzito). It is important that civil society organi-
zations monitor this step of the electoral process for the 
upcoming polls.

The most critical flaws of the 2018 electoral process were 
in how the results were compiled and published. In the 
new version of the electoral law, even lawmakers recog-
nized this when mentioning the “weakness in tabulating 
and tracing [voting] results,”¹⁹ among their criticisms of 
the previous electoral cycle. By way of illustration, ac-
cording to the SYMOCEL electoral observation mission, 
during the 2018 electoral process, CENI “announced 
the results without waiting for the end of tabulation in 
the various Centres locaux de compilation des résultats 
(CLCRs) throughout the country.”²⁰ Those published re-
sults were never broken down by polling station, ano-
ther example of the lack of transparency when it comes 
to publishing election results.

Electoral Reforms or Another 
Wasted Opportunity    
Clearly, the 2018 elections did not put an end to the legi-
timacy crisis from which  political institutions in the Con-
go have suffered. Bold reforms were therefore needed 
to redesign the Congolese electoral system and ensure 
that the next elections after the peaceful change in po-
wer were credible and transparent. “Our electoral system 
needs some appropriate adjustments,” President Félix 
Tshisekedi himself admitted on January 24, 2019, in his 
inaugural address. his is a huge undertaking, particularly 
as it touches on both discussions around particular laws²¹  
and on some constitutional provisions.²²

Multiple Proposals for Electoral Reforms

The first speech of the new president of the republic 
sparked a surge of electoral reforms. Several recommen-
dations were already on the table. These included, among 
others, the recommendations from the CENI 2012-2019 
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report on the electoral process and those from electo-
ral observation mission reports. Several civil society or-
ganizations pooled their reform proposals in September 
2020 ²³  and a group of 13 political and civil society actors 
(G13²⁴) launched on July 11, 2020 “a call in favor of a na-
tional consensus on electoral reforms.” 

The willingness to move towards bold and consensu-
al reforms took shape in April 2021 at the investiture 
of Jean-Michel Sama Lukonde’s government. The new 
prime minister committed “to convene ad hoc political 
dialogues” on the matter. However, the process of scruti-
nizing the proposed amendment to the law on CENI had 
already started at the national assembly, not without 
controversy. The text was adopted by parliament, then 
promulgated on July 4, 2021 by the president of the Re-
public. It was devoid of any movement towards the de-
sired reforms. Quite the opposite, the new law confirmed 
the politicization of the electoral commission and allowed 
the ruling majority to name a majority of members of 
the bureau of CENI, the most important organ of this de
mocratic institution. This was the first missed opportuni-
ty for reform.

Attention then turned to the work in progress to reform 
the electoral law. On September 17, 2020, ten members 
of parliament, mostly G13 members, submitted a draft 
law with several bold recommendations. This included a 
ban on running in two different races at the same time, 
the introduction of an admissibility threshold––political 
parties would have to run legislative candidates in at 
least 60% of races instead of winning a certain number of 
those––the creation of an exhaustive legal framework for 
electronic voting, a ban on candidates having alternates 
who are related to them, the requirement to publish the 
results by polling station and the institution of sanctions 
against the CENI president in case of refusal to publish 
this breakdown of results.

Three months after this draft law was submitted, Pre-
sident Tshisekedi and his new government were no lon-
ger in a hurry to carry out  electoral reforms,  particu-
larly since, in December 2020, the head of state had 
managed to change the balance of power. Tshisekedi had 
been locked into a coalition with his predecessor, Joseph 
Kabila, since he arrived in power. Even though Kabila had 
relinquished the presidency, he had taken care to keep 
control of parliament, the government, as well as the 
security services and the constitutional court. After two 
years, however, Tshisekedi was able to forge a new alli-
ance, the Union sacrée de la nation (USN). Carrying out 
electoral reforms  no longer seemed to be a priority. Two 
parliamentary sessions–those of March and September 
2021–opened and closed without the draft law initiated 

by the G13 being examined by the national assembly. 
The “ad hoc political dialogues” on electoral reforms an-
nounced by the government were also no longer on the 
agenda.

“Ramming It Through” or Majority Rule?

It was not until the March 2022 parliamentary session 
that the G13 draft law was considered during a national 
assembly plenary session, on April 14. In the meantime, 
the short interval between the tabling of this text and 
the start of its examination in the lower house of parlia-
ment did not allow stakeholders in the electoral process 
to come together for a measured debate. As a result, the 
opposition decided to boycott the proceedings. A senior 
member of the Front commun pour le Congo (FCC), Kabi-
la's coalition, explained: “There was no question of us 
supporting this pressure by the Union sacrée de la nation. 
The electoral process is biased both upstream, with the 
appointment without consensus of CENI’s new leaders, 
CENI and downstream with the appointment of constitu-
tional judges in violation of the constitution. And, in the 
midst of all this, we knew that the electoral law was going 
to be tailor-made [for those in power].²⁵”

Still, the boycott did not prevent the parliamentary ma-
jority from imposing its line. The USN set up a working 
group, which met on April 26 to “consider its options” 
with regard to this text. In other words, it would decide 
what should be adopted, reworded, or rejected outright 
in the final version of the G13 draft law to be voted on 
by the parliamentarians. Another trend within the ruling 
coalition simply considered that the electoral law in force 
at the time of the debates was "generally good and could 
be kept.”²⁶ In their view, not reforming the law was “large-
ly advantageous to the current USN majority.” 

Then, on May 12, the Commission politique, administra-
tive et juridique (PAJ) of the national assembly, headed 
by deputy Augustin Mulumba Kanza (Cap pour le change-
ment, majority), was given the task of conducting a tho-
rough review of the draft law. Talatala, a tracker of parlia-
mentary activity and government action led by CRG and 
Ebuteli, was able to consult the nineteen-page report of 
the PAJ committee filed on May 31 at the office of the 
national assembly.²⁷ Unsurprisingly, in reviewing the 64 
articles concerned, the committee had mostly followed 
the proposals made by the parliamentary majority in ple-
nary or by the working group set up by the USN.

In this context, it was unlikely that the eighteen major 
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innovations of the G13 proposal - apart from those in-
volving constitutional revision - would find support with-
in the majority. The G13 - at least those of its members 
who remain in parliament, as some have been appoin-
ted ministers - even denounced a “lack of debate” during 
the examination of its legislative initiative. This did not 
change the situation. The text was adopted by the natio-
nal assembly on June 15 and promulgated on June 29 
even before the report of the joint national assembly-

senate commission had been adopted, according to sev-
eral parliamentarians consulted by CRG/Ebuteli.
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Seven main lessons can be learned from this episode and 
seven amendments were finally made to the electoral 
law. 

1. Strengthening the electoral threshold. The ad-
missibility threshold proposed by the G13 was ad-
opted without removing the representativeness 
threshold introduced in 2017 The latter consists 
of a percentage (1% for legislative, 3% for pro-
vincial, and 10% for local elections) of validly cast 
votes that each list or independent candidate must 
reach to be eligible for the allocation of seats. The 
new mechanism - the admissibility threshold - re-
quires parties or political movements to run can-
didates in  at least 60% of seats in competition.

2. The adoption of some, or not entirely, new innova-
tions and the omission of others. The new law has 
retained the requirement to publish the electoral 
map thirty days before the beginning of the election 
campaign. This provision was, however, present in 
the previous version of the same law. The same ap-
plies to the requirement to transmit the envelopes 
to the courts and tribunals in charge of electoral dis-
putes. On the other hand, while claiming to innovate 
on issues already settled, lawmakers probably forgot, 
as in 2017, to amend article 146 of the electoral law, 
which maintains the determination of the number 
of parliamentarians according to the number of in-
habitants of the province instead of the number of 
voters. This unfortunate omission dates back to the 
controversial amendment of the electoral law in 
2015, when those in power tried to link a population 
census to the holding of elections.

3. The publication of election results solely by the CENI 
president. This is a regression with regard to the pre-
vious version of the electoral law, which provided 
that the CENI president or his replacement were the 
two persons empowered to make the results of the 
vote public. This provision of article 71 has now been 
amended to grant this responsibility only to the head 
of the electoral commission. On the one hand, this 
strengthens the powers of the CENI president over 
the rest of its members; on the other hand, it dis-
tances itself from best practices in electoral manage-
ment. In this case, best practice would strive to avoid 
the emergence of an all-powerful CENI president and 
instead encourage balance in the decision-making 
process within an electoral commission.²⁸    

However, a timid step in this direction can be seen in 
the new organic law on CENI by creating the position 
of a CENI second vice-president in charge of electoral 
education (sensibilisation).     

On the other hand, not allowing the CENI president’s 
alternate (suppléant) to make vote results public may 
lead to a conflict with the organic law on CENI. The 
latter provides for the replacement of the president 
in case of impediments or absence.

4. Contradictions in the electronic voting legal regime. 
In the event of a discrepancy between the results 
of the voting machine and those of the hand count 
during an electronic or semi-electronic vote, which 
of the two will be taken into account? On this fun-
damental question, lawmakers dithered: while Arti-
cle 47 grants CENI the power to rectify mistakes after 
having carried out verifications, Article 67 enshrines 
the primacy of the manually compiled results over 
the electronically approved ones.

5. Obligations without sanctions. These are, undoubtedly, 
timid advances. Lawmakers have created many ob-
ligations for CENI members. For the first time, for ex-
ample, the electoral commission is legally required to 
display, on its premises and on its website, the provi-
sional results by polling station.    

However, the law does not specify how quickly this 
requirement must be fulfilled and does not provide 
for any sanctions in case of non-compliance. In its ini-
tial draft law, the G13 advocated for the invalidation 
of results that were not published by polling station at 
the local compilation center. Legislators justified the 
rejection of the proposed sanctions by the fact that 
the organic law on CENI already provided for them. 
However, the nature of these sanctions is different: 
those of the organic law on CENI are generally related 
to the administrative and financial management of 
the electoral commission as well as to the ethics of its 
members. As such, they are limited to the automatic 
resignation or disqualification of CENI members. In 
contrast, those proposed in the initial version of the 
text amending the electoral law were specific to the 
results of the polls with penal consequences. In fact, 
without sanctions, these requirements resemble 
mere recommendations made to CENI.

6. An optional incentive for women's representation on 
(party) lists. The new electoral law exempts any list that 
includes at least 50% of women in a constituency from 
payment of the deposit. This is certainly a step forward, 
as parties with limited financial means will resort to 
this mechanism, but it will not be enough to guarantee 
women's representation in elective assemblies after 
the elections.      

• Another more concrete mechanism to promote 
women candidates, recommended by the G13, was 
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not retained. It consisted in requiring political parties 
or groups to draw up lists “taking into account gen-
der representation by requiring at least one third of 
the candidates to be women and taking into account 
persons living with a disability” in a constituency of 
more than two seats. The initial version of the draft 
law also established the non-representation of women 
and of persons living with disabilities as “grounds for 
inadmissibility of the list.” 

7. Nominal electoral transparency. “The innovations 
made [to the electoral law] generally concern the 
transparency of voting operations, the voting method 
and the certification of results, which contribute to the 
improvement of the electoral system,” the new elec-
toral law claims at the outset. However, all these initial 
innovations have been rejected or amended, or emp-
tied of their substance. For example, the requirement 
to publish the results by polling station at the CLCRs, 
failure of which would lead to the cancellation of those 
results, was transformed into the simple requirement 
to display the provisional results published by pol-

8. ling station at the CENI premises and on its website.

As can be seen, compared to the expectations of the 
various stakeholders in the electoral process (CENI, ci-
vil society, and political parties) expressed in their various 
above-mentioned documents and in the G13 draft law, the 
long-awaited improvement of the electoral system did not 
take place. Not only was it not consensual; it was flawed 
and made few changes that would enhance the credibility 
of the electoral process. 

The Lack of Trust Among 
Stakeholders
Given these flaws in the reforms carried out, some po-
litical parties and civil society organizations remain un-
convinced that the electoral process underway will be 
different from previous ones. This perception has been 
strengthened by their lack of trust in the institutions in-
volved in elections, the non-inclusivity of the process, 
and the upsurge of restrictions in the political space. 

Control over Institutions Involved in the 
Management of Elections 

Under Kabila, the political control of institutions involved 
in the management of elections was criticized during e-
very electoral cycle. These denunciations have persisted 
under his successor, Tshisekedi. Since the end of 2020 
when he managed to reverse the balance of power, Pre-
sident Tshisekedi has made moves to obtain the support 
of CENI and the constitutional court. This raises serious 
fears of bias in these institutions, as was the case during 
previous electoral cycles.

The reform of CENI through the amendment of its organic 
law on July 4, 2021, did not put an end to the imbalance 
between the three components represented on the elec-
toral commission. Although civil society was increased 
from three to five delegates in the text, the ruling coali-
tion and the opposition each retained six and four repre-
sentatives, respectively, within the electoral commission. 
Similarly, the confusion between the bureau and the ple-
nary body of CENI has been cleverly maintained in the 
organic law: the members of the first, the management 
body, are also members of the second, the supervisory 
body.²⁹ This makes internal checks and balances difficult.
  
These systemic weaknesses at CENI have been reinforced 
by the appointment process of its current leaders.³⁰ The 
lack of consensus between religious denominations on 
the appointment of the CENI president has weakened its 
credibility. Both Protestant and Catholic churches contested 
the nomination of Denis Kadima. His detractors suspected 
him–a renowned electoral expert–of being close to Pre-
sident Tshisekedi. And the fact that UDPS, the presidential 
party, supported his candidacy for the CENI presidency be-
hind the scenes has only reinforced these suspicions of col-
lusion. In a poll published in August 2022³¹  by CRG, Ebuteli, 
and Bureau d'études, de recherche et de consulting in-
ternational (BERCI), only 28% of respondents had a favo-
rable opinion of CENI. And 45% of Congolese surveyed 
did not trust CENI to organize credible, free, and trans-
parent elections.

The political opposition does not officially have delegates 
in the current CENI. When approached by the office of 
the national assembly to designate its delegates, it de-
clined. The FCC denounced the lack of consensus around 
the process of appointing the president of CENI, while La-
muka pointed to the persistent politicization of the elec-
toral commission. In the end, Didi Manara, freshly ejected 
from his functions as president of the PPRD parliamenta-
ry group and coordinator of the FCC parliamentarians in 
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the national assembly, spoiled the opposition strategy by 
submitting an opposition list of CENI candidates on De-
cember 15, 2021, despite not  having a the mandate to 
engage the opposition. On December 23, the opposition 
parties boycotted the parliamentary plenary for the ratifi-
cation of these new CENI members, although this did not 
prevent the parliamentary majority from validating the 

proposed names. As a result, CENI is politically skewed: 
only USN is truly represented through the members it 
has designated or co-opted, despite some frustrations 
of some groups within the ruling coalition. Despite this 
overall political imbalance, the five civil society delegates 
only protested the appointment of Kadima.

The constitutional court has not been able to avoid these 
political disputes, as the current government has decided 
to take back the control that the former regime exercised 
over the high court. In fact, the history of the constitutio-
nal court has been defined by political interference. Initially, 
likely fearing the prerogatives granted to it by the country's 
various constitutions since 1960, political decision-makers 
perpetually postponed the court’s creation. It was only in 
2015 that the constitutional court was finally established. 
However, the government in power at the time took steps 
to reduce its role as a counterweight to the executive by 

politicizing its membership. Judges were chosen according 
to their loyalty or proximity to the regime. 

The same process seems to have continued after Kabila. 
The politicization of the composition of the constitutio-
nal court has even increased. In 2020, it was at the heart 
of the conflict between President Tshisekedi and his pre-
decessor. In the midst of this battle, Bénoît Lwamba, then 
president of the constitutional court, resigned. The mi-
nutes recording his decision were sent to the head of state 
on July 13. Jeune Afrique revealed shortly afterwards that 
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“Benoît Lwamba had met with Félix Tshisekedi on July 4 
to inform him of his desire to resign from his post. In ad-
dition to the personal reasons given, and in particular his 
age–75–the magistrate in particular mentioned to the 
president the ‘pressures’ that he says he ‘continues’ to un-
dergo as motivating his decision.”³² Pressing his advantage, 
Tshisekedi then ordered the transfer of two constitutional 
judges against their will: Noël Kilomba and Jean Ubulu, who 
tried in vain to hold on to their posts.³³ With three jud-
ges removed, the way was paved for President Tshisekedi 
to appoint new judges on July 17: Dieudonné Kaluba Dib-
wa, from the presidential quota, as well as Kalume Yasen-
go and Kamulete Badibanga, from the quota of the Con-
seil supérieur de la magistrature, to replace Kilomba and 
Ubulu, who had been appointed to the Cour de cassation.

Kaluba Dibwa, who had become president of the consti-
tutional court, was subsequently dismissed in May 2022, 
following the opaque replacement of the three members 
of the court. The other two judges replaced were Éva-
riste-Prince Funga Molima and, from the parliamentary 
quota, Judge Polycarpe Mongulu, who died in early April. 
The national assembly and the senate fought over this last 
judge’s replacement, with each chamber’s president wan-
ting to appoint someone loyal to him.³⁴ This was another 
example of an attempt to exert political control over the 
constitutional court. In mid-June, Tshisekedi appointed 
three new judges to complete the ranks of the court.

CENI and the Exclusion of Stakeholders

How can trust be restored in the electoral process in spite 
of the limitations described above? Upon taking office, 
CENI’s new management team seemed to make this issue 
a central objective. It promised to improve consultation 
between the electoral commission and the various stake-
holders in the electoral process. 

However, the approach taken by CENI in this regard re-
mains unconvincing. In its communication on the electo-
ral process of July 27, 2022, the Église du Christ au Congo 
(ECC), for example, considered that “CENI continues to 
carry out extremely important operations without asso-
ciating the main electoral observation missions and other 
partners in the process.”³⁵ This same feeling of exclusion 
is shared by CENCO.
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Are these two structures being kept at arm’s length from 
CENI activities for having opposed the appointment of 
Kadima as president of the commission? This is the view 
of some within ECC and CENCO, when asked by CRG and 
Ebuteli. Others are convinced that it is indeed a case of 
revenge by the CENI leadership. This led ECC to state that 
“CENI manages the electoral process as a private matter, 
in spite of the universal principles of electoral transpa-
rency.”³⁶ In the same vein, Jean-Claude Sady, a member 
of SYMOCEL, lamented that the electoral commission 
“only invites friendly organizations to [participate in] its 
activities.”³⁷ 

Some political organizations are also denouncing this 
exclusion. This is the case, among others, of the Action 
alternative pour le bien-être et le changement (AAB), 
led by the parliamentarian Boniface Balamage, who has 
remained loyal to former president Kabila. This political 
group wrote to the CENI president on July 27 to denounce 
that the electoral commission had invited representatives 
of ABB who were not mandated by the party to engage 
with CENI, according to the party’s internal texts. “Such 
an attitude creates confusion and only exacerbates the 
distrust and fears of the opposition and civil society re-
garding the partiality of the CENI president,” according to 
the AAB.³⁸ 

Restrictions of Political Space

As the elections draw nearer, the repression of dissent 
has increased. Tshisekedi’s ascent to power in January 
2019 had raised hope that the new government would 
respect fundamental freedoms. And signals of a break 
from the former regime were visible: the release of poli-
tical prisoners, the return of political exiles, the opening 
of some media outlets close to the opposition. The na-
tional radio and television station, RTNC, even began to 
report on the activities of the opposition. 

But in 2020, repression increased. The government took 
advantage of the COVID-19 pandemic to limit politi-
cal demonstrations. Between January and July, Human 
Rights Watch said it had documented “at least 39 cases 
of threats and harassment related to freedom of expres-
sion and press freedom in half of the country's twenty-six 
provinces.”³⁹ 

The next year, following the implementation of a state 
of siege in two provinces, North Kivu and Ituri, respect 
for fundamental freedoms did not improve. “Military au-
thorities have instead used their extraordinary powers to 

further undermine people’s rights with impunity, inclu-
ding freedoms of expression and assembly, and the right 
to justice,” denounced Amnesty International.⁴⁰ Since 
the introduction of this measure, several people, inclu-
ding national and provincial parliamentarians, have been 
arrested for criticizing this security policy.

In Kinshasa, there have been an increasing number of 
prosecutions for offenses against the head of state, for 
damaging imputations or public insults against the au-
thorities. This is the case of Jean-Marc Kabund-a-Kabund, 
former vice-president of the national assembly, who 
is being prosecuted, among other things, for spreading 
false rumors, and Jimmy Kitenge, the national secretary 
of PPRD, former President Kabila’s party, who was de-
tained for several days by the Agence nationale de ren-
seignements (ANR).

Faced with this resurgence of restrictions of political 
space, a number of Congolese and foreign organizations, 
as well as national and international experts, sent an 
open letter to Antony Blinken, US Secretary of State, on 
August 8, on the occasion of his working visit to the DRC. 
In particular, they asked him to “denounce the escalating 
repression against activists, protesters, and journalists 
and warn that growing intolerance toward critics risks 
free, credible, and timely elections in 2023.”⁴¹

Towards a Postponement 
(Glissement) or Botched
Elections? 
In its roadmap, published on February 3, CENI was care-
ful not to deviate from the deadlines prescribed in the 
constitution for holding elections.⁴² The electoral com-
mission did not fail to point out that respecting these 
deadlines also has several constraints, particularly of a 
technical and financial nature.

With less than two years to go before the elections, 
where does CENI stand? Since October 2021, it has em-
barked on electoral mapping operations and announced 
the start of the revision of the voter registry in Decem-
ber. In the meantime, the electoral timetable has still not 
been made public and the funding of the electoral com-
mission remains unclear. In addition, the worrying secu-
rity situation in the east of the country could complicate 
electoral activities.
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The Electoral Timetable Delayed

Are CENI leaders managing the electoral process in the 
dark? In any case, without the electoral timetable, all its 
work is being guided by the roadmap published in February. 
This is an internal document, created for purposes of po-
litical advocacy with other institutions and stakeholders 
in the electoral process.

With specific dates for each activity, the long-awaited 
election timetable will be the only binding document. 
As such, it is one of the key elements of transparency for 
electoral operations. It reassures stakeholders that dead-
lines will be respected and allows them to better prepare 
for elections.

Without an electoral calendar, CENI will have difficulty plan-
ning certain aspects of the electoral process. For example, 
the voter registration law requires it to register minors who 
will reach 18 years of age by the date of the last elec-
tion of the current cycle. This deadline is not known at 
the moment, as the roadmap only gives a time frame in 
which this last ballot could take place. 

In addition to the absence of an electoral timetable, 
CENI has communicated poorly. Its website has not been 
functional for several months and it has not initiated any 
awareness-raising campaign regarding its activities or on 
the recently enacted electoral law. Stakeholders in the 
electoral process therefore generally do not know in ad-
vance what the electoral commission intends to do.

A Concerning Electoral Map 

According to its roadmap, CENI was supposed to update 
the electoral map between October 2021 and March 
2022. However, it decided to overhaul it completely, even 
though between 2013 and 2015, electoral mapping had 
produced an electoral atlas. According to CENI, this atlas 
had, moreover, “resolved issues related to the geospatial 
location of polling stations, the installation of polling sta-
tions in accessible places linked to well-identified villages, 
as well as the reduction of the distance between polling 
stations and voters.”⁴³  

The choice by CENI not to simply update this electoral 
map raises questions, especially since the remapping re-
quires more financial resources: the operation involves 
the deployment of teams throughout the national terri-
tory to collect data, as well as the recruitment of tempo-
rary support agents for certain sites.

Furthermore, these operations did not take place with-
in the timeframe set out in the roadmap. Although they 
were supposed to end in March, they actually began in 
April with the deployment of the teams. They spent al-
most four months on the ground. At the time of publi-
cation, the first mapping, which will make it possible to 
determine the location of the registration centers, had 
not yet been finalized. Without a complete electoral 
map, CENI will have difficulty launching the revision of 
the voting registry, a prerequisite for other key stages of 
the electoral process.

Another flaw has been the lack of oversight of this map-
ping process. In its initial draft amendments to the elec-
toral law, the G13 advocated that the publication of the 
map should be a participatory, open, and transparent 
process among all stakeholders in the elections. But 
lawmakers decided otherwise, leaving this operation to 
CENI’s discretion. CENI has not clearly defined the rules 
and regulations for political parties and civil society orga-
nizations who want to observe the process, thus reviving 
suspicions of collusion between the ruling coalition and 
the electoral commission. A dozen opposition members 
interviewed acknowledged their fear that CENI could set 
up more voter registration centers in constituencies sym-
pathetic to the ruling coalition. Or that CENI might divide 
voter registration centers unequally between opposition 
strongholds and those of USN members.

The Imbroglio around Combining Voter 
Registration and the Census  

Officially, the government is committed to “not making 
the holding of elections conditional on the total comple-
tion of the census and identification of the population.”⁴⁴  
But behind the scenes, it is fighting a battle with CENI 
over the issue of combining the voter registration, po-
pulation identification, and general population census. 
On February 15, Kadima asked President Tshisekedi to 
ensure the clear separation of these operations to avoid 
delaying the electoral process.⁴⁵ And the CENI president 
thought he had been persuasive until, on March 2, a de-
cree by the prime minister on the organization of these 
same operations sowed doubt. The decree by the head 
of government specified, however, that combining the two 
operations in this case only means a “simple pooling of 
human, technical, logistical, and material resources (...).”⁴⁶ 

For the government, pooling these operations would 
“reduce costs and streamline operational timelines.”⁴⁷  
Government sources speak of a possible savings of about 
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300 million USD on the overall election budget. For CENI, 
which is concerned about the impact of this approach for 
keeping to electoral deadlines, the government has pro-
vided assurances: “The electoral commission will have to 
give priority to the collection of data from voters in order 
to respect the constitutional deadlines.”⁴⁸ In other words, 
voter registration operations will take priority over the po-
pulation census that the Institut national de la statistique 
(INS) and the Office national de l’identification de la popula-
tion (ONIP) will have to conduct.

It is in this tumultuous context that CENI is preparing to 
launch voter registration operations. It has decided to ac-
quire the registration kits from a South Korean company, 
Miru Systems–the same company that delivered the vo-
ting machines for the 2018 elections. The awar-
ding of this contract was unsuccessfully challenged before 
the Autorité de régulation des marchés publics (ARMP) by 
the Florida-based company, Smartmatic, which said it had 
submitted a lower bid.⁴⁹
 
Having tested these kits, CENI now expects their delivery 
around December 10.⁵⁰  It can then start reviewing the vo-

ter registry towards the end of December. In the mean-
time, it will work on finalizing the recruitment process 
of temporary staff, which had been suspended pend-
ing the validation of the map of registration centers.⁵¹ 
The training of these temporary staff is scheduled to start 
in October 2022.

According to CENI’s projections, following the redesign of 
the electoral map, the revision of the voter registry could 
take place in nearly 22,000 registration centers, divided 
into three operational areas. Each of these three opera-
tional areas will have its own kits to register voters for 60 
days. The operation will begin in the western provinces 
of the country (operational area 1), then move to those 
of the center (operational area 2) and then to those in 
the east and in the five countries––South Africa, Belgium, 
Canada, the United States, and France––selected for the 
registration of Congolese living abroad (operational area 
3). CENI hopes to identify and register 45 voters per day 
in each registration center, resulting in between 50 and 
60 million registered voters for the upcoming elections.⁵²  

⁵³
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For the revised voting registry, CENI plans to scan voters’ 
irises. This innovation could, however, create problems. 
This process is not provided for under the law on vo-
ter identification and registration. Unless the legislative 
framework is revised, the electoral commission would 
find itself in a legally ambiguous situation, similar to the 
introduction of voting machines for the 2018 elections.

Another difficulty: the announced pilot phase for regis-
tering Congolese living abroad will only target five foreign 
countries and excludes the nine countries bordering the 
DRC. This raises the question of equality among Congolese 
living abroad. In principle, existing legislation would require 
all Congolese to take part in the vote. During previous elec-
toral cycles, since it did not have the technical and financial 
means to register Congolese living outside the country, CENI 
had to request a moratorium from the national assembly to 
exclude them from the electoral process.

For the upcoming elections, Congolese living in South 
Africa, Belgium, Canada, the United States, and France 
will finally be able to register to vote. But a legal loophole 
remains open for other Congolese living in countries not 
involved in this pilot phase, especially those who reside 
in a state where the DRC has no diplomatic or consular 
representation. The law allows them to “be identified 
and enrolled in a registration center near their place of 
residence.”⁵⁴ This could further complicate the process 
in terms of the number of people to be registered and 
aggravate the problem of clearly determining their voting 
districts. 

Redrawing Electoral Districts 

The pilot phase of the registration of Congolese abroad 
has the merit of beginning the materialization of one of 
President Tshisekedi's promises. But technically, there is 
still a long way to go. The current version of the electoral 
law is silent on the vote of Congolese abroad for legis-
lative elections. For the election of national parliamen-
tarians, Congolese living outside the country are not, for 
the time being, attached to any voting district and there 
are therefore no seats for their possible representatives 
in the national assembly. They could nevertheless vote in 
presidential elections according to the modalities to be 
determined by CENI.⁵⁵

For the existing voting districts, adjustments are expected. 
According to the latest mapping  carried out by CENI and the 
ministry of the interior, “the DRC has 33 towns, 310 com-
munes, 145 territories, 470 sectors, 264 chefferies, 5,909 
groupements, and 88,710 villages.”⁵⁶ This exercise had 

led to the postponement of the implementation of some 
decrees made in 2013 and 2015 creating new entities. Se-
veral provinces were concerned: Katanga, Kasai Occidental, 
Province Orientale, Equateur, Bandundu, Bas-Congo, North 
Kivu, South Kivu, Maniema.⁵⁷ 

However, since 2017, several of these new territorial enti-
ties have been inaugurated. In some of them, officials have 
been named. This is the case, for example, of the towns of 
Baraka, Uvira, and Kamituga, in South Kivu. However, these 
entities have not been retained as electoral districts, in ac-
cordance with the law. The same is true of Lumumba-ville 
in Sankuru province. Possible conflicts over whether to re-
cognize these new towns will have an impact on the local 
elections and even on the national and provincial legislative 
elections.

Three options are available to CENI: it can request a new 
amendment to the electoral law to adapt to the realities of 
the overseas vote; it could solve some of these problems by 
enforcing the electoral law, since CENI also has the mandate 
to allocate constituencies based on updated demographic 
data;⁵⁸ or, as in 2015, it could seek a compromise with the 
government on the problem relating to the updating of ter-
ritorial entities. 

Irregular Disbursements of Funds 

In the DRC, the funding of CENI systematically drops after 
elections are held. Sometimes, funds are disbursed irregu-
larly to ensure the functioning of the institution and to pay 
the staff. The fact that at the end of each electoral cycle, 
the electoral commission must renew its leadership only 
reinforces this state of affairs. In this case, the process of 
replacing Corneille Nangaa’s team, which reached the end 
of its mandate in 2019, was launched in 2020 and was only 
completed in October 2021. In the meantime, CENI was no 
longer receiving sufficient funds from the government.

When he was sworn in at the end of April 2021, Prime Mi-
nister Sama Lukonde pledged to make provisions in each 
year’s budget for funding the elections. To this end, he has 
allocated 500 million Congolese francs, or about 250 mil-
lion USD, in the 2022 budget to fund electoral operations. 
This is to compensate for the delay in funding the electoral 
process. How much is the overall budget of the electoral 
process? Several sources consulted estimate it to be nearly 
900 million USD.⁵⁹ CENI, however, has refrained from ma-
king the elections budget public. This raises serious con-
cerns about transparency in the management of public 
funds.
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For the time being, the electoral commission seems to favor 
gradual requests for funding from the government. This is 
to take into account cash flow difficulties in order to avoid 
underestimating or overestimating its needs. For 2022, 

CENI has requested 624 million USD, a difference of 392 
million USD compared to what it was allocated in the 2022 
budget.⁶⁰  

In the case of the 2022 fiscal year, which is still in progress, 
out of the 581,709,843,352 CDF voted for the whole year, 
or about 290.8 million USD, the government  planned to 
disburse 290,855,921,676 CDF, or about 145 million USD, 
by June 30, 2022. However, only about 55 million USD 
had been disbursed by June 30. This represented an im-
plementation rate of 37.8%.

Following contradictions between the ministry of finance 
and CENI reported in the media regarding the rate of dis-
bursement of operational funds, the electoral commis-
sion no longer publicly voices its concerns on this subject. 
For its part, the government has repeatedly announced 
the transfer of funds to CENI. On October 7, for exam-
ple, Nicolas Kazadi, the minister of finance, informed the 
Council of Ministers that, after having obtained 60 million 
USD in September, CENI had again received an allocation 
of 47 million USD.⁶¹ This brings CENI's funding to 345.8 
million USD to date. Despite this, a few months before 
the end of the current fiscal year, the government has not 
yet provided the electoral commission with the funds it 
requested for 2022.

Torn Between Complying with Deadlines and 
Holding Good Elections  

The government and CENI continue to reassure the public 
that the elections will be held on schedule, by the end of 
2023. In the eastern part of the country, however, the se-
curity situation is worrying, particularly with the resurgence 
of the Mouvement du 23 mars (M23). Supported by Rwan-
da, according to the United Nations Group of Experts, this 
armed group has controlled the border town of Bunagana, 
in North Kivu, since June 2022. The entire province as well 
as that of neighboring Ituri have been under a state of siege 
since May 2021.

This instability raises questions about the ability of CENI 
to carry out election-related activities in this part of the 
country. The same applies to Kwamouth, in Mai-Ndombe 
province, where violence between the Yaka and Teke 
communities has been reported since August 2022. And 
more generally, in light of the various pockets of insecu-
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rity in the country, ECC has called on the government to 
“present a comprehensive plan to secure the elections in 
areas exposed to armed conflict.”⁶² In the same vein, the 
ministry of the interior should consider updating the de-
cree of May 6, 2005 on the operational plan for securing 
the electoral process, which is now outdated.

In the meantime, various interviews with CENI members 
have revealed an apparent determination to catch up in 
order to meet the deadlines. Some sources stated that 
several electoral activities overlap, while others have 
promised to pick up the pace as financial resources are 
made available. But it is still possible that the cost of 
elections could rise two or even threefold. CENI has just 
concluded the registration kit contract for approximately 
93 million USD, double the amount disbursed to acquire 
these kits in 2016 (46 million USD).⁶³ It also plans to use 
air transport for the delivery of its materials in order to 
avoid the delays associated with river transport.

However, the effectiveness of some activities depends on 

the full completion of others. The draft law on the distri-
bution of seats, for example, cannot be tabled in the na-
tional assembly before voter data is available. The same 
applies to the actual date of the elections, which was not 
included in CENI’s roadmap.

Nevertheless, CENI intends to shorten certain deadlines. 
Its roadmap, for example, provides for only six months 
for the registration operations. These could be comple-
ted in June 2023, if they start in December 2022. How-
ever, there is no mention of certain stages critical for the 
reliability of the voter registry, such as the cleaning of the 
registry and internal or independent audits. Also, if we re-
fer to previous electoral cycles, it would be necessary to 
estimate eight to ten months from the delivery of the re-
gistration kits by the supplier in December 2022 to hope to 
have a consolidated voting registry. These are the time con-
straints that the assessment missions sent by the UN⁶⁴ and 
the Organisation internationale de la francophonie had 
relied on in 2016 for the constitution of the voter registry 
that allowed the 2018 elections to take place. 

In a recent study commissioned by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), two experts estima-
ted that it would take about 640 days (or 21.3 months) 
for CENI to organize the elections following the enactment 
of the new electoral law.⁶⁶ In other words, without acce-
lerating the process, direct elections would take place, at 
best, during the first half of 2024. The UNDP researchers, 
Gérard Gerold and Mathieu Mérino, are convinced that 
holding the elections by the end of 2023 at all costs would 
have a negative impact on the quality of the vote and, pos-
sibly, on their integrity.

The political stakes are also considerable. From the go-
vernment’s viewpoint, holding the elections in spite of 
everything would give some credit to the commitment 
made by President Tshisekedi not to tolerate any “slip-
page” (glissement) in the electoral timetable. But above 
all, this would allow the incumbent to run in the elections 
with a favorable balance of power: he now has control 
over the territorial administration, the government, and 
parliament, as well as over certain institutions involved 
in the electoral process, such as the constitutional court. 
The current president also has the resources of the 

⁶⁵
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state at his disposal. Would he therefore try to push for 
botched elections at the risk of seeing their results con-
tested once again?

Failure to hold the elections on time would give the op-
position and certain civil society organizations a decisive 
means of pressure. The government, which has refused 
to engage in political negotiations until now, could be 
forced to do so. Kabila experienced this after the post-
ponement of the elections initially planned for 2016. The 
opposition which, to date, has had difficulty bringing the 
population into the streets to protest, seems to be wait-
ing for this moment to remobilize and demand political 
dialogue. “Only in this way can we once again try to push 
the government on the path to new electoral reforms, to 
restructuring CENI, and to compromise on the composi-
tion of the [membership of the] constitutional [court],”
 a Kabila associate told us.⁶⁷ 

Conclusions and Political 
Recommendations
The DRC is wasting an opportunity to put its electoral pro-
cess on a sound footing. Elections in the Tshisekedi era, 
following a peaceful handover of political power, seemed 
to offer the country an opportunity to remedy the situa-
tion. To ensure that the elections regain credibility,  se-
veral proposals for reform proposals were put forward, 
including the G13’s draft law. However, political interests 
have managed to halt this momentum for change. Today, 
everything points toward an electoral process that al-
ready bears the seeds of tensions and protest.

This analytical report has also returned to the main rea-
sons for the controversy surrounding the 2018 election 
results. The root of the problem lies with efforts to con-
trol the supposedly independent electoral commission. 
This takeover of the electoral management body has led 
to technical and political choices that have compromised 
the legitimacy of the process. 

A repeat of the 2018 debacle is possible. President Félix 
Tshisekedi has managed to take near total control and 
might use this advantage to hold on to power. In a hurry, 
and with irregular disbursements, CENI is busy organizing 
elections within the deadlines, while reminding stake-
holders of the constraints under which it is working. The 
specter of a delay (glissement)  thus hangs over the on-
going electoral process. The opposition and part of civil 

society are eyeing the moment when they will be able 
to demand political dialogue, perhaps with a view to de-
manding a sharing of positions and responsibilities. This 
could further undermine the troubled electoral process, 
unless these negotiations are centered only on practical 
ways to improve the current electoral system.

Seeking to rebuild trust in the electoral process should be 
today’s priority for stakeholders, starting with CENI itself. 
It must genuinely seek to reassure voters. This means it 
should communicate better with all stakeholders; publish 
a sensible electoral timetable and a detailed budget of all 
the electoral operations, as well as of the disbursement 
plan agreed with the government; and launch civic edu-
cation outreach on ongoing electoral operations and ap-
plicable law and regulations. The electoral commission 
should also anticipate criticisms of its reliance on voting 
machines, by placing this issue at the center of public de-
bate and by giving access to information on how they are 
used. Finally, its leaders should publicly commit to display-
ing the provisional results from all polling stations at the 
CENI premises and on its website.

We recommend that the government:

• ensure that CENI can access an accelerated and regular 
disbursement of funds according to a jointly adopted 
plan;

• put an end to  restrictions on fundamental freedoms 
and to the harassment of opposition actors; and

• define an election security plan to mitigate the risks 
of violence likely to disturb the holding of quality 
elections, particularly in insecurity-prone areas in the 
east of the country and in Mai-Ndombe.

Quant au Parlement, nous recommandons : 

• award CENI sufficient funds for electoral operations 
in the 2023 budget; 

• ensure that the law on the allocation of seats is given 
priority in its next session; and

• carry out regular monitoring of the use of funds allo-
cated to CENI.

Civil society organizations, including religious organiza-
tions, should start monitoring all ongoing electoral activi-
ties. This implies that CENI should also provide them with 
the access and the means to do so.
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65. It is clear here that the 2011 elections were characterized by a small gap between the closing of the voting registry and the holding of elections. This may 
be one of the causes of the disorder denounced by some, especially since this voting registry has never been cleaned or audited.  
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2023, op. cit., 59.
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