
Reporting Organization

The Carter Center is a not-for-profit, nongovernmental organization that has helped to improve
life for people in more than 80 countries by resolving conflicts; advancing democracy, human
rights, and economic opportunity; preventing diseases; and improving mental health care. The
Carter Center was founded in 1982 by former U.S. President Jimmy Carter and his wife,
Rosalynn, in partnership with Emory University to advance peace and health worldwide.

The Carter Center’s Democracy Program works globally to promote democratic elections and
governance consistent with human rights. The Center has monitored more than 100 elections in
38 countries since 1989, forging many of the techniques now common to the field. Recognizing
that democratic transitions involve much more than elections, the Center also conducts long-term
monitoring of political transitions and works to strengthen civil society organizations to support
democratic governance. The Democratic Election Standards (DES) initiative aims to build
consensus on standards for democratic elections, based on state obligations under public
international law.

Introduction

As part of its third cycle of Universal Periodic Review in 2019, the Government of the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) received several recommendations, including the
following:

- Develop a comprehensive national human rights plan to further mainstream human rights
in all policies, programs, and activities of the Government;

- Fully protect the freedom of expression, access to information, and freedom of the press
for all groups and in particular civil society groups, journalists, and opposition members;

- Lift media restrictions implemented over the electoral period and bring to justice those
responsible for threats against journalists, the political opposition, and human rights
defenders;

- Protect the freedom of assembly and association by preventing interference in public
assemblies and protests as well as the use of disproportionate force against participants;

- Guarantee the right of each citizen to participate in public life;
- Intensify efforts to protect the rights of vulnerable groups, including women and

indigenous peoples. Preventing discrimination based on sex or gender identity; and
- Take measures to increase gender parity and women’s participation in government and

the judicial system. Remove barriers that may prevent women candidates from
registering, such as cumbersome fees and regulations.

This submission highlights the degree of implementation of these recommendations by the
government of the DRC in the context of the 2023 election process. The DRC has ratified several
international treaties including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR);
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW);
the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR); the International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD); and the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Many of the obligations therein are
reflected in the legal framework of the DRC.
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The Carter Center in the DRC: The Carter Center was invited to observe the December 20,
2023, elections by the government of the DRC. An international election observation mission
was deployed in September 2023. The mission consisted of a nine-person core team based in
Kinshasa and 24 Long-Term Observers (LTOs) deployed throughout 11 provinces. Both the core
team and LTOs spent several months pre-election observing developments, liaising with
stakeholders, and collecting data. On election day, 43 observers from 22 countries visited 154
polling stations to observe poll opening, voting, and closing procedures. A Carter Center team
has maintained a presence in-country to observe the post-election environment through April
2024. In advance of the publication of the final report to be published later in 2024, The Carter
Center published a pre-election interim report, a preliminary statement of findings, and a post-
election interim report on the 2023 elections. The Center also deployed an expert mission in
2018 and long-term observation missions in 2011 and 2006. The reports for these missions are
available here (2006, 2011, and 2018). The Carter Center conducts its election observation
missions in accordance with the 2005 Declaration of Principles for International Election
Observation.

The December 20 Election: DRC has struggled to conduct free and fair elections and to deliver
on several of its human rights obligations since elections resumed in 2006 after four decades of
authoritarian rule and civil war. Controversy surrounding the 2018 elections, in which leaks from
a national observer group contradicted the results of the presidential elections, damaged the
public’s trust in the electoral process. Since 2018, the Union for Democracy and Social Progress
gained further strongholds over the parliament and the Constitutional Court. Likewise, instances
of violations of freedom of the press and detention of journalists have increased. The December
2023 elections thus marked a critical moment in DRC’s democracy as well as an opportunity for
the Government to strengthen the legitimacy of the country’s electoral process.

Despite serious operational and security challenges, the elections were held within the
constitutional deadline, and included local elections in the provincial capitals. Officials of the
Commission Electorale Nationale Indépendante (CENI), the body that manages elections
throughout the country, made significant efforts to deploy the necessary materials and personnel
to the polling stations. Despite these efforts, there were widespread reports of polling stations
across the country, including in Kinshasa, that were unable to open on time due to the absence of
materials or which had to close temporarily due to issues with voting machines. Since some
polling stations did not open at all on December 20, the CENI decided voting would continue on
December 21. Unfortunately, the CENI did not provide data about the extent of these operational
difficulties.

The elections were competitive, and the engagement of citizens as election officials, party
agents, observers, candidates, and voters demonstrated their strong commitment to democracy.
The CENI’s handling of candidate registration and the accreditation of observers was broadly
inclusive. However, the elections took place in the context of a deep lack of confidence on the
part of many citizens that the elections would be conducted fairly. This lack of confidence stems
in part from the conduct of previous elections, in part from the composition of the CENI, and in
part from gaps in transparency, especially regarding the voter registration process. Confidence
was also undermined by the large number of illegible voter identification cards and the late
posting of voter lists. Shortly before election day, the CENI decided to allow voters with illegible
voter ID cards to vote if they could be identified through their photo on the voter list, which was
a positive measure to reduce disenfranchisement. While the CENI made efforts to inform and
consult stakeholders, its operations and ability to adapt to unforeseen circumstances appeared to

https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc-carter-center-interim-report-120523.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc-122223-preliminary-statement.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc/drc-interim-report-012624.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc-2006-final-rpt.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc-112811-elections-final-rpt.pdf
https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/election_reports/drc-2018-election-report-final-en.pdf
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be constrained by the tight election calendar as well as by the CENI’s limited operational
capacity and planning.

Key Findings and Recommendations

Right to equal participation for women: Since its third UPR review, the DRC has taken steps
toward fulfilling its obligations to protect the rights of women to participate as provided for in
key human rights treaties. In line with the equality of all citizens guaranteed in the Constitution,
an amendment to the Electoral Code in 2022 introduced a financial incentive to encourage
gender parity on the list of candidates produced by political parties. There was an increase in the
percentage of women candidates in the 2023 elections from previous elections in the DRC
following the amendment of the electoral law. However, women remained underrepresented in
the electoral process. Only two of the 26 presidential candidates were women. In addition, 17%
of the candidates for the National Assembly were women, while the candidates for the Provincial
Assemblies was made up of 25% women. According to CENI, 43% of candidates for the local
elections were women.

Several challenges stand in the way of equal participation of women in elections and public
affairs in the DRC. While Article 13 was added as an amendment to the electoral law in 2022 to
provide financial incentives, such as fee waivers for political parties with electoral lists with at
least 50% women, to encourage gender parity in the list of candidates of by political parties, it is
not mandatory1. The major political parties did not include equal numbers of women on their
lists for the national assembly election.

In addition, the prevalence of socio-cultural barriers, security concerns, and limited access to
financial and other resources needed to effectively vie for elected office hindered the
participation of women. Women, who are largely disadvantaged economically even before
entering politics, were not provided with the proper support or training needed to access
fundraising opportunities where such opportunities are available. Likewise, female candidates
were not given proper security to accompany them to public events during campaigns, placing
them at a higher risk. Additionally, gender stereotypes persist throughout DRC and hamper a
female candidate’s ability to garner support to participate in politics within their own families
and communities as well as within the government.

Recommendations:
Remove barriers for women seeking elected office and promote women’s participation in the
legislative and judicial system, including through the adoption of a comprehensive legislation to
prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity. Outreach programs to
encourage women to participate in politics and to combat gender stereotypes that permeate
society may increase the registration of female candidates. Programs designed to provide access
to funding for women are also recommended.

The right to participation for persons with disabilities: Due to the long history of armed
conflict in the country, an estimated 15%-18% of people in the DRC live with disabilities. At the
same time, the government struggles to protect the rights of persons with disabilities from
discrimination, and to ensure their equal participation in public affairs as stipulated in human
1

https://africa.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/BRIEF_FEMALE%20POLITICAL%20PARTICIPATION%20FINAL.pdf

https://africa.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/BRIEF_FEMALE%20POLITICAL%20PARTICIPATION%20FINAL.pdf
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rights treaties. The introduction of legal and other measures to ensure the participation of people
with disabilities, such as Organic Law No. 22/003 which prohibits discrimination against any
person living with a disability and guarantees the right to accessible voting procedures, is
commendable and is in line with recommendations the government of DRC received during its
third UPR review.
In a positive development, the CENI also took steps to ensure improved access to polling stations
for persons with disabilities during the 2023 elections. This includes making provisions for
assisted voting in line with the legal framework for elections in the DRC.

Notwithstanding, the participation of people with disabilities in the electoral process was low.
CENI has not provided data on the number of persons with disabilities in the elections, but civil
society organizations estimate that less than 100 candidates with disabilities contested for elected
office at all levels of government. Despite its effort, CENI was unable to ensure their full
inclusion in all stages of the electoral process for persons with disabilities, given the specific
needs of each category of disability. Several interlocutors from among persons with disabilities
expressed that they would have preferred an opportunity to vote independently through tools and
measures adapted to their needs instead of the assisted voting measure that was mostly provided
during the elections. Reports of missing wheelchair ramps at registration centers and polling
stations, cases of CENI agents refusing to allow people with disabilities alternative options, as
well as long waits and overcrowded centers made it difficult for people with disabilities to
register or vote. Serious difficulties in accessing financial and other resources for election
campaigns and social stigmatization also limited the participation of persons with disabilities,
including indigenous people and people with albinism.

Recommendations:
The government of DRC should intensify efforts to protect the rights to participate in public
affairs of persons with disabilities, including by investing in voting technologies and conducting
research on ways to make polling stations accessible for a wide variety of disabilities. In
addition, funding programs should be adopted to encourage persons with disabilities to
participate fully in public life and compete in elections.

Right to assembly and freedom of expression: Protections for the right to assembly and
association as well as freedom of expression are key to the conduct of genuine democratic
elections. During the December 2023 elections, the media, and civil society appeared to operate
and report relatively freely on the election process. The official campaign period took place from
November 19 to December 18. During the campaign period, Carter Center observers assessed the
general atmosphere, including a total of 157 campaign activities in 14 provinces as either good or
very good. In most cases, the observers described campaign activities as peaceful and festive and
that national, provincial, and local authorities generally made efforts to ensure that the civil and
political rights of candidates and their supporters, including their freedom of movement and
assembly, were respected.

However, Civil society groups, human rights organizations, media associations, and opposition
groups expressed concerns about a crackdown on dissenting voices ahead of the campaign period
for the elections. Opposition candidates informed the Carter Center’s Mission that police
protection, which is guaranteed to them by article 110 of the election law, was not provided or
were inadequate during the campaigns. Several candidates from opposition parties also indicated
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that administrative hurdles by state authorities, such as denying opposition candidates
authorization to travel by plane for campaign purposes and authorities blocking cars and roads en
route to campaign or political events, constrained their ability to travel around the country. In
addition, Carter Center observers observed instances of abuse of state resources in favor of the
incumbent president’s campaign or to obstruct the campaign activities of other candidates. On
September 8, the well-respected journalist, Stanis Bujakera, was arrested and imprisoned on
accusations of forgery and spreading false information. While he was later released in 2024 after
the elections, the event was seen as an effort by the Government to intimidate and limit the free
expression of the media. Notwithstanding these serious limitations of fundamental rights,

In May 2022, a demonstration held in Kinshasa by a coalition of opposition political parties to
denounce the rising cost of living, the lack of transparency of the electoral preparations, and
persistent insecurity in the eastern part of the country were violently repressed by the police, with
dozens of people arrested and injured. On July 13, 2023, former minister and spokesperson of an
opposition party Ensemble pour la République Cherubin Okende was kidnapped at the premises
of the Constitutional Court and subsequently murdered under unknown circumstances, resulting
in a public outcry.

The Government should ensure that sufficient resources are equally distributed among
candidates and fully utilized at events upon request in order to promote peace and safety at
assemblies. Security officers must be effectively trained on non-violent response mechanisms
and de-escalation tactics in order to provide crowd control while still allowing the assembly to
take place. The Government should immediately cease and prevent violence and intimidation
against political opponents, civil society actors, and members of the public. Incidents of violence
in the context of elections must undergo a full investigation with effective remedy.

Recommendations:

 Ensure the exercise of freedom of speech and the press and access to information.
Guaranteeing that political parties, journalists, and human rights defenders can freely
exercise their right to expression, association and assembly without intimidation or
interference.

 Preventing incidents of violence or disproportionate use of force by security forces
against political opponents and civil society actors. Ensure the release of those who
have been detained due to exercising their right to peacefully assemble.


