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Q&A

WHY PERMANENT 
VOTERS CARD & CARD 

READERS SHOULD 
MATTER TO VOTERS 
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INTRODUCTION

The use of ‘permanent’ voters cards (PVCs) and an electronic card reader for verifying 
accreditation of voters has attracted some controversy and a considerable number of court 
cases. This Q & A paper attempts to give some context and answers for the public and interested 
stakeholders.

It is not a technical description of the card reader and PVC process – a Q & A from INEC can be 
found here inecnigeria.org/?inecnews=factsheets-on-the-electoral-process for that purpose 
along with other video demonstrations of the card reader which can be seen here:

youtube.com/watch?v=NGFMh7dHz74

WHY WERE THE PVCS AND CARD READERS INTRODUCED?

The use of permanent voters cards (PVCs) with biometric data and verification of voters 
through card readers has been planned since before the 2011 elections. The system recognizes 
the need for continuous efforts to reduce fraud so that Nigerians can have growing confidence 
in the fairness of elections.

The PVCs and card readers address three problems that have been a 
recurring issue – 

(i)  inflation of the number of voters present in polling units 

(ii)  Misrepresentation of whether individuals are truly present. 

(iii) Fake and multiple registration of voters to allow for inflated turnouts

The evidence of the scale of the problem has been provided by the work of INEC between 2011 
and 2015. They have identified more than 4 million multiple registrations in the 2011 register 
and millions more where incomplete data suggests additional serious fraud.

At the polls evidence from 2011 is also clear. Some LGAs recorded turnouts as high as 94% and 
96% of all registered voters with polling units blatantly reaching 100% turnouts despite the 
obvious practical impossibility of such numbers. Such results were limited enough not to impact 
the overall Presidential race in 2011 but they were obviously factors in some  governorship and 
state races.

The problems persist – in the new registration (CVR) more than 580,000 multiple registrations 
were detected and another 680,000 were removed for incomplete data.

If unaddressed multiple registration alone produces more than enough voters to swing 
elections. If exploited the 4m multiple registrations from 2011 represent more than 10% of the 
votes cast that year. This is far more than the gap between the two Presidential candidates 
identified by any of the polls released ahead of 2015.
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HOW DOES THE PVC AND CARD READER 
SYSTEM WORK ?

The discussion around PVCs and card readers use on election day ignores a large 
part of the work that goes into protecting the voting public from fraud. 
The system starts with 

Registration Screening

This is the process where the data for individuals who have completed registration is 
screened for duplicates and missing data. In this process more than 4 million people 
on the 2011 register were confirmed as multiple registrations through identification 
of their fingerprints. An additional 12 million people had data that was incomplete 
either through errors or through deliberate attempts at fraud.

This led to a large reduction in the ‘core’ voter register from 73 million people in 2011 
to 58 million before the CVR process took place. CVR registration has only partially 
filled this gap with 9.9m registrations bringing the register back up to 68.8 million 
voters. Given the number of proven fraud cases this overall reduction should not be 
a surprise and it underlines the seriousness which INEC must apply to 
combatting fraud.

It is only people who have been screened through this process who are receiving 
permanent voters cards (which contain enough biodata to confirm their identity). 
Overall there are more than 16 million temporary voter registrations from 2011 who 
will not receive permanent voters cards and have been struck off the register -some 
of whom legitimately will have gone back to join CVR in 2015.

Even in the 2015 very serious levels of attempted fraud continue. In Abia state a 
staggering 21% of attempted new registrations were detected as multiple registration  
while in closely fought Rivers state more than 13% were eliminated on the 
same basis. 

Permanent Voters Cards

The permanent voters cards contain enough data to confirm the person holding a 
card is the same person that registered under that name.

Election Day Screening

The PVC and card reader system completes two simple checks on election day:

(i) That a voter is at the correct polling unit where they registered

(ii) That their fingerprints match with those on record on their card

Matching a voter with their correct polling unit is treated as fundamental – if their 
details for the unit do not match they will not be allowed to vote. If it is not possible 
to match fingerprints then a manual check will be made against their photo and the 
register. Voting will still be allowed once a short incident report has been issued.

The card reader generates a report for the polling unit that helps confirm the number 
of people accredited and this information is announced and is to be recorded on 
results sheets before voting takes place. As an additional transparency measure the 
data is also uploaded to INEC nationally giving them additional capacity to monitor 
for serious cases of fraud.

This screening process focuses only on accreditation of voters as a preliminary step 
before voting. The system does not protect against fraud around the vote itself – 
INEC has taken other steps to reduce the space for fraud in how voting is conducted 
and results are tallied. 
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WILL THE DIFFICULTIES WITH THE 
COLLECTION OF PVCS PREVENT THE 
SYSTEM FROM WORKING?

The delays in the distribution of PVCs was a serious matter right up until the 
planned first polling date of February 14th. Our assessment is that had the 
elections held some voters would have faced unwelcome stress in collecting their 
PVCs right up to election day.

Also, there were 1.4m potential voters who were likely going to be unable to vote 
because of delays in printing their voter cards and this was a serious failing on the 
part of INEC. An additional 1.1 million people were impacted by theft and loss of 
cards – highlighting again the logistical and fraud problems that challenge both 
the Nigerian voter and INEC.

With the rescheduling in the polls INEC has sufficient time to address both of 
these problems as far as feasible in a context where we can be sure there will be 
additional external attempts at subversion, theft, and malpractice.

The collection of PVCs will also benefit from the rescheduling but it contains a 
fundamentally different issue. The collection of PVCs depends on voters making 
the effort to collect their PVCs and INEC to make this logistically practical. 

Voter motivation to collect PVCs- even when they have value as a photo ID – will 
never be perfect. In fact, in the closely fought elections of Ekiti and Osun only 
53% and 56% of voters collected their PVCs before election day. In both states a 
very high percentage of those collecting their cards went on to use them to vote.

At the time of writing more than 75% of all voters nationally have collected their 
PVCs. There is reason to be concerned about ‘outlier’ low collection states like 
Ogun but PVC collection across the country now far exceeds the number of 
people who turned out to vote in the 2011 elections. Turnout nationally in 2011 
was 54% and at the time of writing (Feb 28th) only Ogun state had a reported 
PVC collection rate of below 60% - Ogun state had a turnout for the Presidential 
election in 2011 of just 29%.Without doubt there will be some voters who will 
miss out on completing the full registration process culminating in receiving 
their PVCs. This has been true of every voter registration process in Nigeria’s 
history and despite less restrictive approaches previous registers have often 
resulted in grave failings – such as the massive incorrect location of voters in the 
2007 register. The 2015 register is the first substantial attempt to balance the 
opportunity to register against the need to protect against fraud. On balance 
PVC collection rates suggest that by March 8th the vast majority of registered 
voters who are serious about voting in 2015 will have been able to collect their 
cards.That said, the Situation Room is calling on INEC and political stakeholders 
to make use of the four weeks ahead of the March 28th poll to publicly identify 
ward by ward remaining areas of any difficulty and put their resolution firmly on 
public record. We think this is essential for assuring the public that continuous 
efforts will be made to ensure aspiring voters are given every opportunity to 
participate in elections.
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ARE TOO MANY PVCS NOW BEING COLLECTED?

WHY CAN’T WE JUST USE TEMPORARY VOTER CARDS 
FOR THOSE WITH DIFFICULTIES OVER PVCS?

After the concerns about low PVC collection rate this is a major reversal.

While the national reported average is now over 78% there are 8 states with 
collection rates over 90% with Jigawa posting the highest rate of 98%. Rates above 
90% collection should be of concern to INEC and the public as they clash with the 
knowledge that a certain number of voters are sure to have died, moved away, or 
had other changes that mean they won’t collect their PVCs.

There are benign explanations for higher PVC collection rates in rural areas assumed 
to be lower income. The PVC is a valid form of photo ID accepted by banks when all 
other ID costs a considerable sum to obtain. It follows that low income households 
will make collection of ID a priority.

However with most mortality estimates putting death rates in Nigeria at around 1% 
per annum and most registrations taking place in 2011 obvious questions remain. 
INEC has pledged to investigate evidence of diversion of PVCs and should take this 
matter seriously.

One critical mitigating factor on risks around diversion of PVCs is in fact the card 
reader. Diversion of PVCs is rendered useless for the purpose of inflating turnouts 
when the original owner of the PVC is required to be present at accreditation to 
cast their vote.

The concern about “over collection” of PVCs is a classic example of why the PVCs 
and card readers should not be regarded in isolation. Those concerned about the 
integrity of the PVC collection process should regard the card reader as a critical 
balancing tool that should limit opportunities for fraud.

While the intention to ease the burden on voters by allowing TVCs may sound 
reasonable the impact on efforts to protect voters from fraud would be disastrous. 
In the first instance 16 million TVCs which have been struck off the register since 
2011 would cause chaos at polling units as election officials would be required to 
turn back anyone with TVCs in this category.

Efforts to limit the space for fraud on the number of people present at polling units 
would be decimated as the card reader system would have no way of recording 
those presenting themselves with TVCs. 

Unfortunately the 2015 election also continues a pattern where both major parties 
have strongholds where there is a history of inflating voter turnouts. If anything the 
areas where this is possible have increased significantly compared to 
previous years.

Our assessment is that there would be an immediate revival of fraud based around 
voter turnout without the effective use of the card reader. The increased political 
pressure  2015  would create motivation for abuse that could be as serious as that 
seen in the disastrous electoral failure of 2007.



6

WHAT ABOUT ALLEGATIONS THAT CARD READERS OR 
PVCS ARE NOT LEGAL?

Electoral laws have been carefully written to ensure that INEC can takes steps 
to protect the validity of the voters register and elections without outside 
intervention. The steps that INEC has taken to protect voter registration and 
accreditation from fraud are entirely in keeping with this mandate.

Aside the strict legal interpretation of INEC’s right to prescribe registration and 
election procedures there has been a process of engagement and consultation 
with political stakeholders and government that in the last four years has included:

• Design, funding and approval of the registration in 2011 with explicit plans 
 to transit to a permanent voter card and verification system 

• Budget and specific electoral plan presentations in 2013 and 2014  that 
 have been submitted, approved and funded by the National Assembly 
 and Federal Executive Council 

• Consultations with all political parties on 2015 electoral procedures that 
 include the use of PVCs and card readers have been agreed 
 without reservation

• Two state elections (Ekiti, Osun) in which PVCs have been exclusively used

The narrow issues being raised in some lawsuits are the easiest to define and 
clear.

The controls on the register and accreditation in no way constitute casting 
electronic votes – which is what is barred by the 2010 electoral act. 

WHAT ABOUT ALLEGATIONS THE CARD READER 
SYSTEM IS UNTESTED?

It is true that the card reader system is being used for the first time in the 2015 
polls and that the schedule for its delivery and use in February was tight.
However the card reader and the rules for its use were the result of examination 
of lessons from overseas elections and the risks that might emerge locally. Three 
key steps were identified:

• Designing the card reader for extended use in the field to address concerns 
 around battery life

• Providing backup card readers and batteries for quick deployment from 
 the ward level

• Agreeing with political parties in discussion of election rules that should a 
 complete failure occur then voting would be re-scheduled for the 
 following day

The backup measures are substantial. The battery life of the card readers has 
been extended to 12 hours normal operation and INEC has deployed 35,000 
backup batteries. There are 26,000 spare card readers in case of their failure.
The provision for doing the election next day in the result of a catastrophic failure 
highlights one of the main real risks to card readers – not their failure but active 
attempts to cast them aside where those with an agenda to fix elections will look 
for any opportunity to prevent their use.

With the elections rescheduled INEC has already stated it is taking advantage 
of the opportunity for comprehensive testing and additional training on the 
card reader system. It is now extraordinarily unlikely that any card reader will be 
deployed into the field without being individually tested.
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CAN FAKE PVCS AND MANIPULATION OF CARD 
READERS BREAK THE SYSTEM ANYWAY?

INEC is very confident about the technical measures that it has put in place to 
protect PVCs and card readers from abuse. 

The common narrative we see for such technology is that no system is perfect. 
What matters most for Nigerian elections is that the level of effort and cost required 
to subvert PVCs and card readers through cloning or other measures is almost 
certain to far exceed the gain in electoral terms. 

In most instances the level of effort required would be similar to that of attempting 
to hack an ATM card where the benefit is a gain in a single vote. Additionally there 
would still be a corresponding risk of being caught because of other measures in 
the system.

What about after 2015 ?

There is clear evidence that the 2015 register is a significant step forward in filling 
the gaps – and outright fraud- found in the 2011 register. It has a core of data which 
should prevent a need to start from scratch – which was necessary with every 
register before 2011. However the process of registering for 2015 ran far too late 
and has been far too painful for many Nigerians.

After 2015 INEC needs to give substantive meaning to the “continuous” in its CVR 
and finally develop acceptable ways for Nigerians to conveniently register between 
elections without the drama that has been associated with this cycle every four 
years. 

Further Information:

For updates see situationroom.placng.org 

INEC Q & A on PVCs and Card Readers: 
inecnigeria.org/?inecnews=factsheets-on-the-electoral-process

Understanding PVC Card Reader flyer: 
placng.org/situation_room/sr/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Understanding-
PVC-Card-Reader.pdf

Contact Info: 

Secretariat: c/o Policy and Legal 
Advocacy Centre (PLAC) 
off Edwin Clark Way via Gilmor Junction, 
Guzape District, Abuja Nigeria.

+234 903 299 9919, +234 909 505 0505

Partners:
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