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Abstract- The Limbe Municipality which is characterized by its unique socio-
economic and cultural landscape has a diverse population with varying levels of
education, economic status, and access to information. These factors contribute
significantly to the challenges faced in voter registration including Limited resources
at local administrative offices leading to inefficiencies that discourage potential voters
from registering, lack of sufficient registration centers, poor timing of Registration
Campaigns, a significant lack of awareness about the importance of voter registration
and the electoral process among rural populations, societal norms that limit women
participation, While registering to vote should be free, associated costs such as
transportation or time off work can pose significant barriers for low-income individuals
living in rural areas like limbe and Economic pressures also lead individuals to
prioritize immediate financial concerns over civic engagement activities like voter
registration. The study explores and categorize the barriers to voter registration in the
limbe municipality making use of the Social Capital Theory and the Institutional
Theory. The study adopted a descriptive research design and employed a framework
where primary and secondary data were collected through questionnaires, books and
journals. The study found that Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of
education, and unemployment, significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe
Municipality. The study recommends that there should be reform in the electoral
commission to ensure its independence, impartiality, and efficiency. Improve the
registration process by streamlining procedures, reducing wait times, and ensuring
adequate staffing and resources at registration centers. Promote transparency by
publishing registration data and making it accessible to the public. This addresses
political and institutional factors, building trust in the electoral process.
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1. Introduction

All over the world and especially in countries of the Central and West African sub-
region, Electoral competition has progressively occupied a central place in the political
life. Since the beginning of the 1990s, Samuel P. Huntington has called this period of
electoral competition, ‘the third wave of democratization’ within the international
system. The first two waves began in the 1820s (period before colonization) and the
decolonization wave that lasted from the 1950s through the 1970s. During this period,
while liberation was met with joy, it could not hide the profound political instability
that frequently followed it. In order to change authority, violence and force were
widespread practices. The political landscape of the continent was strewn with coups,
countercoups, and foiled coups.
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There were many encouraging developments in the area of African democratization
throughout the post-Cold War era. As the number of African nations having democratic
elections rose from 7 to 40% and 18 African nations were designated electoral
democracies by Freedom House in 2010, participation in politics increased. The general
trend over the past two decades has been toward increasing responsibility of political
leaders, whose internal legitimacy is closely connected to the methods by which they
come to power and hold it. But there has been inconsistent improvement (Lake D & D
Rothchild 2001:75).

In Benin, Cape Verde, Ghana, Mali, Senegal, and South Africa, democratic
administrations have emerged as a result of elections. In Guinea, Liberia, Niger, and
Sierra Leone, more stable societies have emerged as a result of despotic governments
and protracted civil wars. Elections have, however, occasionally been rigged to support
despotic governments or guarantee dynastic successions across the continent.
Approximately 20 to 25 percent of elections in Africa are still marred by violence.

High-profile electoral crises in Kenya (2007-2008), Zimbabwe (2000-2008), and Cote
d'Ivoire (2010-2011) have all resulted in at least 4,000 fatalities and hundreds of
thousands of displaced people recently. Additionally, nations that have seen electoral
violence in the past frequently see it return, as was the case in Kenya, Nigeria, and
Zimbabwe (Migdal, J. 1998).

Since domestic support for democracy tends to rise when elections are not marred by
violence, if Africa's elections are generally conducted fairly, transparently, and
peacefully, they could significantly contribute to the consolidation of democratic
processes on the continent.

The direct consequence of this according to Kambele (2011), has been the creation of
Election Management Bodies (EMBs) described as ‘independent’ of the executive in
almost all the countries of the sub-region. Hence EMBs have become a keystone of the
process of democratization in the countries of Central and West Africa. Their
composition, mandate, activities have attracted increasing public attention. The role of
EMBEs is crucial to the outcome of any election as these electoral bodies derive their
powers and mandates from the national constitutions. This, as remarked by Mapuva
(2010), include administering and implementing laws regarding the registration of
voters, overseeing the actual conduct of elections, supervising the ballot, counting the
votes and promoting transparency at all levels and being accountable to the public. But
most important of all, the role of EMBs is to ensure that elections are conducted in
conformity with the laws of the country, that is, respecting the rule of law.

Overwhelmingly, evidence points to the fact that elections conducted by independent
electoral bodies are more successful, and the results are respected. In countries where
election results have been respected, the state has ceded greater responsibility to
electoral administration body, such as the ‘Commission Electorale Nationale
Independente’ (CENI) in Mali, ‘Commission Electorale Nationale Autonome’ (CENA)
in Senegal and the Electoral Commission (EC) in Ghana. Contrarily, where evidence
indicate the absence of administrative clarity and political will on the part of the
Electoral Commission to enforce the rules, election results are always viewed with
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suspicion by the populace as has been the case in the presidential elections in Kenya
(2007), Nigeria (2023) and Zimbabwe (2008).

Apparently, the right to participate in politics and public life is fundamental to
achieving democratic governance, social inclusion and economic development and to
realising human rights (United Nation General Assembly 1948). Political participation
refers to voluntary activities or actions undertaken by ordinary people or the mass
public (Uhlaner 2015: 504-508) to influence public policy, either directly or by
influencing the choice of selection of people making policies.

Therefore, Political participation can take on many different forms including voting
(in a presidential, municipal, referendum, party election), campaign activity (including
membership in or work for political parties and organisations as well as donating money
to such parties or groups), contacting public officials and cooperative or communal
activities (basically as all forms of engagement that focus on issues in the local
community) (Ekman & Amna 2012:283-300).

To continue,Voting has long been perceived as the primary way for citizens to make
their voice heard in the political system, and voter turnout has been described as the
most commonly used measure of civic participation (Ekman & Amna 2012:283-300).
However, Voter registration which is managed by ELECAM and preparation of the
voters' register are fundamental to the conduct of a credible election. In Cameroon, a
register of electors is compiled at the divisional level with a separate register for each
polling station. An important qualification for registration is that an elector has to be
aged 20 years or more, and to have resided in the sub-district for at least six months
(Pente et al. 2022a:75).

Even though Cameroon has a complex political landscape characterized by a multi-
party system, voter turnout remains relatively low, especially in rural communities like
Limbe. The Electoral Code of Cameroon which is law No0.2012/001 of 19 april 2012
mandates that all eligible citizens must register to vote, yet compliance varies widely
across different regions.

According to the National Institute of Statistics (NIS) and various electoral observation

missions, factors such as socio-economic conditions, lack of awareness, and logistical
challenges significantly impact voter registration rates (NIS, 2021). This is evident as
rural communities often face economic hardships that limit individuals’ ability to
participate in civic activities. High levels of poverty can lead to apathy towards the
electoral process, as many prioritize daily survival over political engagement (World
Bank, 2022). Additionally, transportation costs and time constraints further complicate
access to registration centers.

Moreover, Many residents in rural areas may not fully understand the importance of
voter registration or the procedures involved. Educational campaigns about civic rights
and responsibilities are often insufficient or poorly executed (UNDP, 2023). This lack
of information contributes to low registration rates and disengagement from the
political process (Tchouassi et al., 2022:20).
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Conversely, the geographical layout of rural areas like Limbe presents significant
logistical hurdles for both voters and electoral officials. Many rural communities are
located far from administrative centers where registration takes place. Poor
infrastructure and lack of transportation options exacerbate this issue, making it
difficult for individuals to access registration sites (Mbah & Ngwa, 2021).

Apparently, Cultural attitudes towards voting also play a role in voter registration
barriers. In some communities, traditional beliefs may discourage participation in
formal political processes coupled with gender dynamics which also influence
registration rates.women may face additional obstacles due to societal norms that
prioritize male participation in public affairs (African Union, 2022).

The political climate in Cameroon has been marked by tensions and conflicts that can
deter individuals from registering or voting due to fear of reprisals or violence (Human
Rights Watch, 2023). This environment creates an atmosphere where potential voters
feel unsafe or unwelcome when attempting to engage with the electoral system. Thus,
for stakeholders to work towards creating more inclusive electoral processes that
empower all citizens, there is a need address barriers to voter registration and hence,
raising awareness about the importance of voter registration.

Statement Problem

Free, fair, credible, transparent and convincing elections are weapons in the hands of
the people to hold their governments accountable and as a vehicle for democratization.
Early pluralistic elections in Cameroon organized by MINAT and NEO have been used
to stall the democratization process by thwarting the will of the people. These elections
were said to have been marred by fraud and numerous irregularities blamed on poor
administration. The situation provoked the creation of ELECAM which is responsible
for voter registration with the ostensible mandate of divorcing with the past and
managing elections that guarantee independence, credibility and effectiveness.
Unfortunately, this has not been easy to achieve .

The Limbe Municipality which is characterized by its unique socio-economic and
cultural landscape has a diverse population with varying levels of education, economic
status, and access to information. These factors contribute significantly to the
challenges faced in voter registration including Limited resources at local
administrative offices leading to inefficiencies that discourage potential voters from
registering, lack of sufficient registration centers, poor timing of Registration
Campaigns, a significant lack of awareness about the importance of voter registration
and the electoral process among rural populations, societal norms that limit women
participation, While registering to vote should be free, associated costs such as
transportation or time off work can pose significant barriers for low-income individuals
living in rural areas like limbe and Economic pressures also lead individuals to
prioritize immediate financial concerns over civic engagement activities like voter
registration.

This paper, by intending to throw more light on barriers to voter registration in rural
communities like Limbe in Cameroon, aims to identify specific barriers faced by
residents of Limbe Municipality regarding voter registration.
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II. Literature Review

This literature review will discusses the various literature related to Barriers to voter
registration in rural communities in Cameroon.The discussion also identifies gaps left
by other researchers of similar studies. However, this study attempts to fill those gaps
so that the write-up can contribute to a new body of knowledge in the academic world.
Through this review, literature is re-packaged and analysed as a way of bringing new
insights into the problem studied.

Conceptual Review

voter registration

The study of voter registration Electoral registers are the master list of who will be able
to participate in an election. Voters may be legally eligible and enfranchised to vote,
but the exercise of their democratic right is entirely contingent on appearing on the
electoral roll. While there are some instances where voters can register on simply show
up to a polling place and register on election day, they nonetheless, at some point in
their voting process, are enrolled onto a list of eligible electors (Merivaki, 2020a).
However, this process of deciding ‘who is eligible,” and putting together a list of these
people is not an easy task. There are some common concerns raised in academic and
public literature on electoral register quality.

Three concepts are crucial, though not often distinguished, in discussing and evaluating
electoral register quality. Firstly, the accuracy of the electoral register can be usefully
defined as the extent to which entries have no false, erroneous or missing data on the
electoral registers. False entries could include errors in names (such as misspelling),
incorrect dates of birth, nationality, eligibility flags, address or registration dates — but
also the inclusion on the register of people who are not eligible. Accuracy is therefore
commonly measured as the percentage of entries on the registers which relate toverified
and eligible voters who are resident at that address ; (Schedler, 2002).Inaccurate register
entries may relate to entries that have become redundant (for example, due to home
movement or death), erroneous data through human mistakes or poor data processing
techniques, duplicate registrations, ineligible electors, or fraudulent registrations. The
cause of inaccurate voter registers could be autocrats and parties organising false names
to be added onto the electoral register in order to conduct voter fraud, allow ineligible
citizens voting and give parties/candidates a strategic advantage (Cheeseman & Klaas,
2018). However, it also very possible that inaccuracies can be the result of unintentional
registrations (perhaps because of confusing eligibility criteria), poorly designed voter
registration systems, insufficient resources and human error (Minnite, 2010).

Secondly, the completeness of the electoral register is the extent to which every person
who is entitled to be registered, is registered. The electoral register should include all
citizens eligible to vote. Democracies are predicated on the assumption that all citizens
are equal before the ballot box (see, for example: Beetham, 1994). The practice of
compiling the electoral register should therefore simply be an administrative task for
which the goal is one hundred percent completeness. The reality, however, is that a
combination of organizational, demographic and political factors mean that millions of
electors are often missing from the electoral rolls. The absence of names on the register
has meant that many citizens may not be able to cast their vote on the days of the polls.
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We use the terms ‘missing’ and ‘does not appear on the register’ interchangeably to
refer to citizens who are eligible to vote but which do not have an active registration
status.

Thirdly, the degree of equity in electoral registers refers to the extent to which there is
an even distribution in the completeness of the electoral register across educational,
socio-demographic, ethnic, gendered or other groups. Under-registration is a problem
for democracy because it means that people who are eligible to vote will not be able to
do so. It becomes a more severe problem if there are some groups which less frequently
appear on the register, however, because it means that they have disproportionately less
influence. Existing research shows that there are such inequalities within states. In the
UK, nearly all citizens over the age of 65 were registered in 2018 (94%), but the rates
were as low as 25% for 16-17 year olds. Registration rates tend to also be much lower
amongst those who have recently moved, are privately renting their property, are
Commonwealth or EU citizens, are of Black or Asian ethnicity, lower socio-economic
groups, lower education groups and live in urban areas (Electoral Commission, 2019
as cited in James & Bernal, 2020: 23). When policy makers wish to consider the
‘inclusiveness’ of electoral registers, they should therefore consider this to be
comprised of both completeness and equity.

political participation

The right to participate in politics and public life is fundamental to achieving
democratic governance, social inclusion and economic development and to realising
human rights (Pente et al. 2022a). Political participation refers to voluntary activities
or actions undertaken by ordinary people (Ekman & Amna 2012:283-300) or the mass
public (Uhlaner 2015: 504-508) to influence public policy, either directly or by
influencing the choice of selection of people making policies.

Political participation can take on many different forms: voting (in a presidential,
municipal, referendum, party election); campaign activity (including membership in or
work for political parties and organisations as well as donating money to such parties
or groups); contacting public officials and cooperative or communal activities
(basically as all forms of engagement that focus on issues in the local community)
(Ekman & Amna 2012:283-300; Verba & Nie 1987). Voting has long been perceived
as the primary way for citizens to make their voice heard in the political system, and
voter turnout has been described as the most commonly used measure of civic
participation (Ekman & Amna 2012:283-300).

In a democratic system, voting in national and local elections is a fundamental civic
process through which the citizens of a country choose the people who represent them
in policymaking and make decisions on their behalf. In order to vote in elections or
referendums, eligible people need to be registered with the national electoral
commission. The purpose of a registration process is to check eligibility, identify the
appropriate location for the individual to vote and to reduce the potential of voting more
than once (UN Women & UNDP 2015). Systems and criteria for eligibility may vary,
but typically as part of this process, an individual who wishes to register must prove
their identity, that they are a citizen and that they are of age to vote (Carter Centre
2013).
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The way in which voters can prove their identity varies across countries. In many
countries, proof of identity is assured through the possession of a birth certificate and/or
a national identity card (Carter Centre 2013). In some countries, other documents are
allowed to prove identity such as driving licence, army force ID card, student card,
employee ID card (Highton 2017:149-167). In Cameroon, where this study is
conducted, national identity cards are used for people to both register to vote and vote
(Direction Générale des Elections 2018 as cited in Passanti 2021:515-525).

Previous studies of political participation show that the availability of documents
required to prove one’s identity can have a significant impact on the ability of citizens
to register to vote and thus influence who is able to cast their vote (Okinda, Ojwang &
Nyambuga 2020:63—87). Documents that are expensive or time consuming to obtain
may be held by fewer citizens, disproportionately favouring those with resources or
living in more accessible locations. While robust registration processes are recognised
as important (Wolf et al. 2017), there are cases where the requirements may
inadvertently disenfranchise certain groups of individuals who may find it harder to
access the documents required for registration or to navigate the registration process.
As an example, it has been reported that people with disabilities (European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights 2014), women (Afrobarometer 2021:236) and the
homeless (Heringa & Nguyen 2020) face difficulties in fulfilling the requirements to
register to vote.

Studies from other settings have reported the influence of socio-demographic
characteristics such as age (Jeroense & Spierings 2023:1-23), gender (Fakih & Sleiman
2024:154-177), education, marital status, employment status, income (Alelaimat
2023:54-67) and residential location (Cho, Gimpel & Dyck 2006:156—167) on voters’
electoral participation. In studies conducted in sub-Saharan Africa, it has been shown
that age is a significant positive predictor of voter turnout as older people are more
likely to vote than the youth (Tambe & Kopacheva 2024:97—-115). Education equips
people with knowledge needed to understand politics and internalise political messages
and has also been positively associated with more active voting behaviour in other
settings (Ahearn, Brand & Zhou 2023:574-597). General interest and motivation to
participate in politics are also a predictor of voting and other types of political
participation. In a meta-analysis by Smets and Van Ham (2013), the association
between political interest and electoral turnout was found to be significant in 85% of
the reviewed studies (Smets & Van Ham 2013:344— 359). Goldberg and Sciarini,
argued that in the causal chain, political interest determines the likelihood of voting,
which then determines the voter turnout (Goldberg & Sciarini 2023:141-160).

Contextual review

Historical Evolution of the Electoral Process in Cameroon

Cameroon achieved its independence from France and Great Britain more than 60 years
ago. Since then it has organised numerous elections at both national and local levels.
The outcome of each of these elections has elicited various reactions both at home and
abroad. What is, however, clear to the people of Cameroon and to most observers is
that election management in the country needs to be improved. (T. Menang, 2010).
When Cameroon acceded to independence in the early 1960s the country had a form of
multiparty democracy that allowed for the existence of political parties which took part
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in elections to choose members of state assemblies and of a federal parliament through
universal suffrage. But this situation did not last long and was not without electoral
fraud (Ibid).

For example, on the eve of independence, the ‘Union Populaire du Cameroun’ (UPC),
which championed the cause of the Cameroonian people, was considered by France as
a threat. For this reason, it took all measures to limit the party’s popularity. Parties that
were more malleable or which accepted a form of assisted independence were given
preference (Deltombe, Domergue & Tatsitsa, 2011:113).

In addition, electoral manipulation was used to topple the first Prime Minister André
Marie Mbida. Enoh Meyomesse, (2009) recounts how Jean Ramadier, the French High
Commissioner to the state of Cameroon under the United Nations Trusteeship caused
motions of no confidence to be tabled against the government and this was followed by
bribes to the tune of 200.000 FRS each to some members of parliament.

Within six years of independence and of the unification of the English and French-
speaking sections of the country, the then President Ahmadou Ahidjo, who was at the
helm of the ‘Union Camerounaise’, invited leaders of the other authorized political
parties to join him in forming a single ‘unified’ party for the purpose of nation building
(T. Menang). The leaders of the other political parties entered into an agreement with
Ahidjo and the Cameroon National Union (CNU) was formed. The CNU existed as a
single party until 1985 when it was replaced during the Bamenda CNU Congress by the
Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM), with a new President, Paul Biya,
a former Prime Minister who had taken office after President Ahmadou Ahidjo’s
resignation in November 1982, at the helm (Ibid).

Modern Cameroonian constitutional history started in November 1982, with the
transition between Cameroon’s first President Ahmadou Ahidjo and President Paul
Biya. In his inaugural speech on the 6th November 1982, the new president promised a
‘New Deal’ package based on ‘Liberalization and Democratization’ as well as ‘Rigour
and Moralization’ (C. Manga Fombad). During his early months in office, some
attempts were made to remove some harsher restrictions to political freedom that his
predecessor had put in place. But after an attempted coup in 1984, some of these
restrictions were reintroduced. Some scholars have suggested the abortive putsch was
the turning point that caused President Biya to revise his liberal ideas. Takougang &
M. Kriegler (1998, p.75). However, many of Ahidjo’s repressive laws were still in
place, and not much had been done to implement the promises of the greater
liberalization and democratization. In particular, the ruling CPDM continued to be the
sole political party and they argued that a one-party system had to serve as a school for
democracy until the country was ripe enough for multipartism, although no time frame
was given for such a transition (C. Manga Fombad).

Until 1990, President Biya’s implementation of his promises of ‘Liberalization and
Democratization’ had been limited to holding semi-competitive elections for officials
within the various organs of the CPDM party. In the 1980s, such semi-competitive
elections had become a matter of much debate amongst political scientists. Some saw
it as a means of guaranteeing a minimum of competition and accountability in systems
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where opposition parties were not allowed (Nohlen, Krennerich & Thibault). To some,
this represented a genuine African variant of democratic elections, or as Chazan puts it,
“an African-derived formula for constructive popular representation”. Others regarded
these types of elections as a start of ‘incremental democracy’ that could ultimately lead
to full democracy, but turned out in many respects to be an attempt to hinder the
democratic process itself.

Nohlen, Krennerich & Thibault captures how “in 1986, elections based on secret ballots
were held at several levels of the party and resulted in over 50% of the cell, branch and
section leadership losing their positions. Dramatic results were also recorded when
multiple CPDM candidates were allowed to stand for municipal and parliamentary
elections in November 1987 and April 1988 respectively. In fact, in the parliamentary
elections, 85% of those elected into the National Assembly were new. Significantly,
however, in the presidential elections that were held at the same time, President Biya
was the only presidential candidate. Although in 1983, he had initiated an amendment
to the Constitution permitting multiple candidates under certain conditions, the
conditions were so rigid and unrealistic that they effectively ensured that nobody than
himself could qualify and contest for the presidency”.

The Cameroonian legislature formally sanctioned multipartism in December 1991 and
set the stage for what many thought was going to be a new era in which the will of the
people would determine who governs the country. The first test of this new-found
liberty came in the multiparty parliamentary elections that took place on 1st March
1992. The main opposition parties, with the exception of the ‘Union National pour la
Démocratie et le Progrés’ (UNDP), boycotted the elections because the government
had broken an agreement reached with the opposition parties on 13th November 1991,
which required the enactment of a new electoral code and the establishment of an
independent electoral commission. To counter the risk of total opposition boycott, the
government made available the sum of 500 million CFA francs to each participating
party. Only 35 of the 60 registered parties took part in the election and on a low voter
turnout of about 30%, the CPDM won 88seats, two short of a majority, and the rest
were shared between the opposition. The CPDM managed to form a coalition with a
slim majority with the ‘Mouvement Démocratique de la République’ (MDR). Due to
the close outcome of the elections, some commentators have concluded that the
exercise was generally free and fair Derrick, (1992, p.22). Meanwhile, it was not easy
to speculate on how the opposition parties that boycotted would have fared and
subsequent elections raised doubts as to whether the regime would have conceded
defeat.

The anticipated presidential elections of 11th October 1992 had to be the yardstick for
measuring Cameroon’s modern history and a turning point in the democratic transition.
This time, the opposition parties could not arrive at a consensus to present a single
candidate against the incumbent, President Paul Biya. The latter, with the support of
some opposition parties grouped under the banner of ‘presidential majority’, was
ultimately declared winner by the Supreme Court. It is worth noting that under the 1972
Constitution, one of the functions of the Supreme Court, which in many respects was
purely ceremonial but legally significant, was that of proclaiming the results of
presidential elections and referenda. The Court in proclaiming the 1992 presidential
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elections went beyond its normal practice in listing some of the alleged irregularities
but pointed out that it had no power to adjudicate these allegations.

Since then, the opposition parties have regularly accused the government of fraud and
other malpractices in all the subsequent elections that have been held. After rejecting
the results of the second multiparty parliamentary elections held in May 1997, which
had been described by the Commonwealth Observer Group as ‘flawed’, the leaders of
the three main opposition parties decided to boycott the October 1997 presidential
elections saying that the results were a foregone conclusion and that their participation
would only lend credibility to an illegitimate and corrupt regime. Many international
election observer groups such as those from the Commonwealth and the ‘Francophonie’
and the International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) appeared to have agreed
with the political parties and declined invitations to observe the poll on an election that
they felt did not have full public support. Even the few international and local observer
groups that monitored a pre-1990 single candidate presidential election in which
President Biya was declared winner with 92.6% against seven little known candidates
reported that it had neither been free nor fair (US Dept. Country Report, 2000).

The main contentious issue surrounding the evolution of all these elections has been
the role that the different electoral laws conferred on the Ministry of Territorial
Administration (MINAT). This strategic ministry has acted, until the 2002 elections, as
an EMB with wide-ranging powers in organizing and supervising elections in
Cameroon. It controlled and directed operations at national, provincial, divisional and
sub-divisional levels. As a result, the conduct and supervision of elections was
inseparable from the highly politicized system of territorial administration, whose
administrators were appointed by the president of the republic and they must pay
allegiance to him (National Democratic Institute, 1993).

On 19 December 2000, President Biya promulgated Law No 2000/016, creating the
National Elections Observatory (NEO), whose duty would henceforth be to supervise
and control all elections and referendums organized in Cameroon. This finally yielded
to considerable international and national pressure to create an independent EMB.

However, NEO’s mandate did not permit it to take an active part in the election
management process. It was limited in its mandate and functions to supervising and
controlling elections while the actual organization of elections remained with the much
criticized MINAT.

According to C. Manga Fombad, NEO’s role in the organization of elections in
Cameroon since 2002 has been heavily criticized as ineffective and biased. There has
therefore been a gradual and dangerous institutionalization of autocratic rule in
Cameroon masked in democratic garments, thanks to flawed elections occasioned by
poor management.

Due to renewed intense continuous pressure from opposition political parties, civil
society and the international community, the government of Cameroon in 2006 created
Elections Cameroon (ELECAM) as sole body responsible for managing the entire
election process. However, the body was only officially made functional in January
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2010 with the signing and transfer of all electoral documents and material from MINAT
to ELECAM. The creation of ELECAM and the impending challenge of it having to
manage the 2011 and 2018 presidential elections in Cameroon have raised a lot of
debate as to whether it can, given its mandate, institutional and legislative framework,
meet this challenge and ensure a credible ballot.

Empirical Review
Several arguments have been made in an attempts to discuss various studies on Barriers
to voter registration in rural communities.

One of the most significant barriers to voter registration in rural areas is geographic
isolation. Many rural residents live far from registration offices and polling places,
which can discourage them from registering or voting. A study conducted by the U.S.
Election Assistance Commission (EAC) found that logistical issues, such as long travel
distances and lack of public transportation, significantly impact voter turnout in rural
regions (EAC, 2020). The study highlighted that residents in remote areas often have
to travel over 30 miles to access registration services, creating a substantial barrier.

To continue, Research published in the American Journal of Political Science indicated
that individuals with lower income levels and education are less likely to register to
vote (Verba et al., 2021). The study emphasized that economic hardships can lead to
prioritizing immediate needs over civic engagement, resulting in lower registration
rates among economically disadvantaged groups.

To add, a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center revealed that many rural
residents are unaware of how to register or believe they are not eligible (Pew Research
Center, 2022). This lack of information can stem from limited outreach efforts by
election officials and community organizations, particularly in less populated areas
where resources are scarce.

Moreover, a qualitative study published in the Journal of Rural Studies found that
mistrust of government entities leads some individuals to avoid engaging with the
electoral process altogether. This mistrust may be rooted in historical grievances or
perceptions of disenfranchisement, making it difficult for outreach efforts to resonate
with these populations (Smith & Jones, 2023).

Furthermore, a report by the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) noted
that many rural areas suffer from inadequate internet access, which limits residents’
ability to register online.This digital divide exacerbates existing disparities and
highlights the need for alternative methods of registration that accommodate those
without reliable internet service (NCSL, 2023).

One of the most prominent barriers to voter registration is the complexity of the
registration process itself. In countries like the United States, studies have shown that
cumbersome procedures can deter individuals from registering. For instance, a study
by the National Academy of Sciences found that states with more complicated
registration processes had lower registration rates compared to those with simpler
systems (National Academy of Sciences, 2019). Similarly, in Canada, research
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indicates that administrative hurdles such as lack of information about how to register
and deadlines for registration significantly affect participation rates (Elections Canada,
2021).

Legal barriers also significantly impact voter registration. In many countries, laws
requiring identification or proof of residency can disenfranchise certain populations.
For example, in India, strict identification requirements have been shown to
disproportionately affect marginalized communities (Chaudhuri et al., 2021).
Additionally, in some U.S. states, laws aimed at preventing voter fraud have
inadvertently made it more difficult for eligible voters to register (Bentele & O’Brien,
2013).

However, Political dynamics also contribute significantly to barriers in voter
registration within rural communities. In some cases, there is a pervasive distrust of
political institutions which can discourage individuals from engaging with the voter
registration process. A study by Chikwanje et al. (2019) indicated that historical
grievances related to political exclusion led many rural residents to feel disillusioned
with the electoral process altogether, resulting in lower registration rates (Chikwanje et
al., 2019).

Socio-economic status plays a crucial role in voter registration. Individuals from lower-
income backgrounds often face greater obstacles due to factors such as limited access
to transportation and technology. A study conducted in South Africa highlighted that
economic disparities contribute to unequal access to voter registration services (Dube
& Maphosa, 2020). Furthermore, in Brazil, research has shown that individuals with
lower educational attainment are less likely to register due to a lack of understanding
of the electoral process (Pereira & Sampaio, 2022).

Therefore, administrative inefficiencies further complicate the voter registration
landscape in rural areas. Bureaucratic hurdles such as long wait times at registration
offices or inadequate staffing can deter individuals from completing their registrations
successfully. According to research by Ndlovu & Moyo (2022), logistical issues within
electoral commissions often lead to delays and confusion during the voter registration
period, exacerbating existing barriers for rural populations (Ndlovu & Moyo, 2022:90).
Looking at Geographic isolation faced by rural communities in Cameroon, Many
villages are located far from urban centers where voter registration offices are typically
situated. The difficult terrain and inadequate infrastructure make it challenging for
residents to access these services. A study conducted by Ngwa et al. (2021) highlights
that poor road conditions and limited public transport options further exacerbate this
issue, leading to lower registration rates among rural populations.

Moreover, during election periods, logistical challenges can arise when officials
attempt to reach remote areas for voter education and registration drives. The lack of
mobile registration units means that many eligible voters remain unregistered simply
due to their inability to physically reach a registration site (Ngwa et al., 2021).
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According to research by Fombad (2019), bureaucratic inefficiencies and corruption
within the electoral system can lead to delays and obstacles that disproportionately
affect rural voters.

Furthermore, there is often a lack of targeted outreach programs designed specifically
for rural communities. Many initiatives fail to consider the unique challenges faced by
these populations, resulting in ineffective communication strategies that do not resonate
with local customs or languages (Fombad, 2019). This oversight contributes to
continued disenfranchisement among rural voters.

Cultural attitudes towards voting also present barriers in some rural communities.
Traditional beliefs may prioritize communal decision-making over individual voting
rights, leading some individuals to feel that their participation is unnecessary or
irrelevant (Nkuete, 2020). Additionally, gender norms can further complicate voter
registration efforts; women may face additional societal pressures that discourage them
from registering or voting.

Like many other African countries, recent studies in Cameroon and Senegal highlight
the challenges faced by people with disabilities, including exclusion from participation
in political activities (Breffka et al. 2023:1085). There is evidence to suggest that people
with disabilities in both countries experience various types of barriers, including stigma
and negative attitudes towards persons with disabilities (Opoku et al. 2016:980-999),
social isolation (Opoku et al. 2017:67-75), lower levels of education (United Nations
Education Scientific Cultural Organisation & Unesco Institute for Statistics 2018) and
limited financial resources (Virendrakumar et al. 2018:509—-538). In addition to limited
accessibility to voter registration centres and polling stations (Virendrakumar et al.
2018:509-538), they may have difficulties accessing the required documents for voter
registration (International Foundation for Electoral Systems et al. 2018). All these
barriers can have a negative impact on the ability of people with disabilities to vote.

Missing Gap

One significant gap is the scarcity of empirical studies that specifically address the
unique challenges faced by rural voters in Limbe municipality. Most existing literature
tends to focus on urban areas or provide a generalized view of national trends without
delving into local contexts. Research that captures the socio-economic, cultural, and
political dynamics specific to Limbe is essential for understanding how these factors
influence voter registration.

Another area lacking comprehensive exploration is the socio-cultural barriers that may
impede voter registration among rural populations. Factors such as traditional beliefs,
gender roles, and community structures can significantly affect individuals’ willingness
or ability to register. Existing studies often overlook how these cultural dimensions
interact with formal registration processes, leading to an incomplete picture of the
challenges faced by potential voters.The relationship between local governance
structures, political trust, and voter engagement needs further investigation to
understand how perceptions of government legitimacy affect individuals’ decisions to
register.
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From the empirical literature provided above, the study is guided by the following

hypotheses

e Hol: Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and
unemployment, do not significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe
Municipality.

e HI1 1: Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and
unemployment, significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe Municipality.

Theoretical framework
The study is guided by two theories namely, the Social Capital Theory and the
Institutional Theory

Social Capital Theory (Pierre Bourdieu, 1986)

The social capital theory was propounded by pierre Bourdieu in 1986.Social Capital
Theory posits that social networks, relationships, and norms facilitate cooperation
within a community. In the context of voter registration in rural areas like Limbe
Municipality, this theory can help explain how community ties influence individuals’
willingness and ability to register to vote.

Strengths:

Community Engagement: This theory emphasizes the importance of community
involvement and trust among residents. Strong social networks can mobilize
individuals to participate in civic activities, including voter registration.

Collective Action: It highlights how collective action can overcome barriers to
registration by fostering a sense of belonging and shared responsibility among
community members.

Weaknesses:

Exclusionary Practices: While social capital can enhance participation, it may also lead
to exclusion if certain groups (e.g., marginalized populations) are not integrated into
these networks.

Variability Across Communities: The effectiveness of social capital varies significantly
across different communities; thus, its applicability may be limited in areas with weak
social ties.

Relevance to the Study:

The social capital theory is relevant to thus study as it identifies how communal
relationships affect voter registration rates. In Limbe Municipality, examining local
networks can reveal why some individuals are more likely to register than others,
providing insights into targeted interventions that could enhance participation.

Institutional Theory (William Richard Scott, 1983)

William Richard scott propounded the institutional theory primirilly through his work
published in 1995 with significant contributions from paul Dimaggio and walter powell
starting in 1983.The Institutional Theory focuses on the role of formal structures and
regulations in shaping behavior within organizations and societies. In the context of
voter registration, this theory examines how institutional frameworks such as laws,
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policies, and administrative processes impact access to voter registration in rural
communities.

Strengths:
Focus on Structures: This theory provides a clear framework for analyzing how
bureaucratic processes and legal requirements can create barriers or facilitate voter
registration.

Policy Implications: It allows for an examination of existing policies related to voter
registration and their effectiveness or shortcomings in rural settings.

Weaknesses:
Overemphasis on Formality: Institutional Theory may overlook informal practices and
cultural factors that also play significant roles in voter behavior.

Complexity of Change: Changing institutional frameworks can be slow and resistant to
reform, which may hinder immediate improvements in voter registration accessibility.

Relevance of the theory to this study

The Institutional Theory helps researchers to critically assess the regulatory
environment surrounding voter registration in Limbe Municipality. Understanding
these institutional barriers will help identify specific reforms needed to improve access
for rural voters.

Both Social Capital Theory and Institutional Theory provide valuable lenses through
which to analyze the barriers to voter registration in rural communities like the Limbe
Municipality. They highlight different aspects. That is community dynamics versus
structural regulations that influence electoral participation.

II1. Methodology

The study made use of historical research methods with the study area being the limbe
Municipality. Limbe is a town located in the southwest region of Cameroon,
specificallyalong ambas bay in the gulf of Guinea. It is situated at the southern foot of
Mount Cameroon which is prominent volcanic mountain and one of the highest peaks
in the west Africa. The Geographical coordinates for Limbe are approximately 4*01°N
latitude and 9*13’E longitude.

The town lies just south of Buea which is another significant urban area in the region.
Limbe’s coastal position makes it an important port city being Cameroon’s second
largest port after Douala. The city features black sand beaches that attract both local
and international tourists, contributing to its appeal as a coastal destination.

In terms of accessibility, Limbe is connected by National Road 3(N3), which links it to
major cities such as Yaounde and Douala. Additionally, there are ferry services
available its small port to nearby locations like calabar and bakassi. Historically, Limbe
was known as victoria until it was renaimed in 1982, reflecting its colonial past and
cultural significance (Molombe, 2009).
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For the purpose of this study, descriptive research design is used as it helps to find
views as they are in their natural setting and because it is effective, less costly and easily
accessible for collecting data from the target population with the target population of
this study including adults resident in limbe who are for voters registration that is 18
years and above. The total population size sampled is 300 which is 100%.

IV. Presentation and discussion of findings

In this study, the return rate was 90.0%. majority of the participants were female
152(56.0%) and majority were within the age group 31-45, 160(59.2%).Also, majority
of the participants had F.S.L.C 120(44.4%) while majority 150(56.0%) were single.

Return Rates
Table 4.1.1 rate of return of questionnaires per section

Characters SP RR SP/% RR/%
Total 300 270 100 90

In this study, A total of 300 questionnaires were administered which constitude 100%
and a total of 270 questionnaires returned to the researcher which is 90%.

The table above shows the number of persons that were sampled per section of limbe
which is referred to as Sample population (SP) and the number of questionnaire that
returned to the researcher referred to as rate of return (RR)

Table 4.2 Distribution related to the specific barriers faced by residents of Limbe
Municipality regarding voter registration.

S/N | Issues raised SA A SD D N SA&A | SD&D
1 . I find it | 100 80 50 30 10 180 80
difficult to | (37) (29.6) | (18.5) | (11.1) | (3.7) | (66.7) | 29.6
travel to the
voter
registration
center.

2 I am not aware | 120 70 40 30 10 190 70
of the voter | (44.4) | (25.9) | (14.8) | (11.1) | (3.7) | (70.4) | (25.9)
registration
process.

3 I do not] 90 90 60 20 10 180 80
believe my | (33.3) | (33.3) | (22.2) | (7.4) | (7.4) | (66.7) | (29.6)
vote will make
a difference.

4 I do not have | 150 90 10 10 10 240 20
the necessary | (55.6) | 33.3) | 3.7) | 3.7) | (3.7)| (88.9) | (7.4)
documents
(e.g., ID card)
required  for
voter
registration.
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5 The voter | 90 80 50 30 20 170 80

registration (33.3) | (29.6) | (18.5) | (11.1) | (7.4) | (63) (29.6)
process is too

complicated.
Overall total | 550 410 210 120 60 960 330
and (40.7) | (30.3) | (15.6) | (89) | (44) | (7L.1) | (249
percentage

SOURCE: Field survey 2025

Table 4.2.1. Distribution showing total percentage of respondents according to
various Questions

Types of Response Cumulative Frequency Total Percentage
SA 550 40.7

A 410 30.3

SD 210 15.6

D 120 8.9

N 60 4.4

Total 1350 100%

Source: field Survey 2025

respondents view

B respondents view

40.40%
30.10%
15.40%
8.80%
- 5.10%
SA A SD D N

Figure 4.2.1 Bar-Chart showing total View of respondents according tonVarious
Responses.

According to table 4.2.1 and Figure 4.2.1 the first hypothesis of the study reveals that
Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and unemployment,
significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe Municipality. This is backed by a
high General agreement rate of 71.1% as opposed to the general disagreement rate
which stands at 24.4% and 4.4 % undecided of all the questions raised.
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the first question raised by the researcher shows that , Majority of the
participants(66.7%) believe that they find it difficult to travel to the voter registration
center ,while a negligible amount of 29.6% disagreed and (3.7%) of the respondents are
neutral respectively. Also, overall majority (70.4%) made it clear that they are not
aware of the voter registration process. Even though (70.4%) of correspondents are in
favor of the fact that they do not believe my vote will make a difference,(66.7% ) of
correspondents said they feel that they do not have the necessary documents (e.g., ID
card) required for voter registration. finally (88.9 %) of correspondents believe that the
voter registration process is too complicated. Therefore, it is categorically clear from
the above analysis that Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education,
and unemployment, significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe Municipality.

Hypothesis Testing

Hol: Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and
unemployment, do not significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe
Municipality.

H1 1: Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and
unemployment, significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe Municipality.

The chi-square goodness —fit —test is used to calculate and verify the above claim since
the study has more than 30 respondents. This is done by employing the chi-square
formula and distribution table to accept or reject the hypothesis.

Chi-square(X?) = E(fo-fe)* /fe
Where X?= chi-squar
Fo=observed frequency (respondents’ views)
Fe=expected frequency (calculated frequency from observed responses)
Fo-Fe/Fe =squared divided by observed responses for the fe number.

Table 4.2.2: Distribution table showing different views on specific barriers faced by
residents of Limbe Municipality regarding voter registration.

CELL FO FE FO-FE (FO- (FO-FE)?
FE)? /Fe

Rlicl 100 110 10 100 0.91
Rlc2 80 82 -2 4 0.05
Rlc3 50 42 8 64 1.52
Rlc4 30 24 6 36 1.5
Rlc5 10 12 -2 4 0.33
R2cl 120 110 10 100 0.91
R2c2 70 82 -12 144 1.76
R2c3 40 42 -2 4 0.09
R2c¢4 30 24 6 36 1.5
R2c5 10 12 -2 4 0.33
R3cl 90 110 -20 400 3.6
R3c2 90 82 12 144 1.76
R3c3 60 42 18 324 7.71
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R3c4 20 24 -4 16 0.67
R3c5 20 12 8 64 533
R4cl 150 110 40 16400 14.55
R4c2 90 82 8 64 0.78
R4c3 10 42 -32 1024 24.38
R4c4 10 24 -14 196 8.17
R4c5 10 12 -2 4 0.33
R5cl 90 110 -20 400 3.64
R5c2 80 82 -2 4 0.05
R5c3 50 42 8 64 1.52
R5c4 30 24 6 36 1.5
R5c5 20 12 8 64 5.33
X% =88.22

Source: Field Survey 2025

Following table 4.3.1.2, the researcher raised 5 questions as against 5 likert scale
responses related to the specific barriers faced by residents of Limbe Municipality
regarding voter registration. Therefore, to calculate Fe, the researcher multiplies row
total (R) by column total (C) divided by grand total of all frequencies (T).

Degree of freedom (df)
Df =(row-1) — (culums -1)
(5-1)x(5-1)=4 x 4=16
Significant level (a) =0.05

Testing for hypothesis using a significant level of 0.05

In the table,calculated X2 =88.22 while the critical x? value or table value =26.3 at
DF=16 at 0.05 significance

By considering the calculated X2 =88.22 is greater than the table value 26.03 and at
0.05 and even at its Highest level of 0.01 (32.00).Consequently, the research or alternate
hypothesis (H1 1) has been accepted while the statistical or Null hypothesis (HO 1) has
been rejected .This means that Socio-economic barriers, such as low income, lack of
education, and unemployment, significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe
Municipality.

Discussion of Findings

From the questionnaires that were administered, respondents view reveal that Socio-
economic barriers, such as low income, lack of education, and unemployment,
significantly impede voter registration in the Limbe Municipality. This is backed by a
high general agreement rate of 70.2% as opposed to the general disagreement rate
which stands at 25.8% and 4% neutral on all issues raised.

This is to say that the findings regarding voter registration barriers in the Limbe

Municipality of Cameroon highlight a profound intersection between structural socio-

economic deprivation and political disenfranchisement. The data, which indicates a
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70.2% agreement rate that socio-economic factors specifically low income, lack of
education, and unemployment impede registration, aligns with broader political science
theories regarding the resource model of political participation. This model posits that
individuals require time, money, and civic skills to navigate bureaucratic processes, all
of which are severely constrained in marginalized rural and semi-urban settings.

Therefore, The high level of consensus (70.2%) among respondents suggests that voter
registration is not merely a matter of individual agency but is heavily mediated by the
material conditions of the citizenry. In the context of Cameroon, where administrative
procedures for registration can be cumbersome and geographically centralized, the
"cost" of participation is disproportionately high for the unemployed and those with
lower educational attainment. When survival is the primary daily objective, the
opportunity cost of traveling to registration centers—often involving transportation
expenses and lost wages becomes a prohibitive barrier. Furthermore, the lack of formal
education acts as a barrier to understanding complex electoral laws and administrative
requirements, effectively silencing those who are most in need of political
representation.

The 25.8% disagreement rate, while significant, likely reflects a segment of the
population that attributes registration failure to individual apathy or political
disillusionment rather than structural constraints. However, the overwhelming majority
view suggests that the "rational choice" for many in the Limbe Municipality is to
prioritize immediate economic stability over the abstract benefits of electoral
participation. This creates a feedback loop: because these populations are under-
registered, their specific socio-economic needs are often ignored by policymakers,
which in turn deepens the cycle of poverty and political alienation. Addressing these
barriers requires more than just civic education; it necessitates a decentralization of the
registration process and the implementation of mobile registration units to mitigate the
financial and logistical burdens identified by the respondents.

The above findings can be confirmed by documentary evidence. For instance, Research
published in the American Journal of Political Science indicated that individuals with
lower income levels and education are less likely to register to vote (Verba et al., 2021).
The study emphasized that economic hardships can lead to prioritizing immediate needs
over civic engagement, resulting in lower registration rates among economically
disadvantaged groups.

IV. Conclusion

The research into voter registration barriers within the Limbe Municipality of
Cameroon reveals a complex interplay of systemic and individual challenges that
effectively disenfranchise significant portions of the rural and semi-rural population.
The evidence demonstrates that socio-economic status serves as the primary
determinant of civic participation, where the struggle for daily subsistence often
supersedes the abstract value of political registration.

The findings indicate that low income acts as a prohibitive factor, as the indirect costs
associated with registration such as transportation to registration centers, the loss of a
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day’s wages, and the acquisition of necessary documentation create a financial burden
that many residents cannot sustain. Furthermore, the correlation between low levels of
formal education and a lack of civic awareness suggests that the electoral management
body has failed to implement sufficiently localized or accessible voter education
programs. Unemployment exacerbates this, as the lack of stable institutional
engagement leaves many citizens disconnected from the formal political processes of
the state.

Therefore, the barriers to voter registration in Limbe are not merely administrative but
are deeply rooted in the socio-economic fabric of the community. To improve
registration rates, policy interventions must move beyond centralized registration
drives. Strategies should include the decentralization of registration units to reach
remote areas, the subsidization of costs associated with obtaining identification
documents, and the deployment of mobile registration teams that operate during hours
compatible with the schedules of the working poor. Without addressing these structural
inequalities, the democratic process in the region will continue to suffer from a
participation gap that favors the affluent and urbanized over the marginalized rural
resident.

Recommendation
Based on the identified barriers, here are strong recommendations to improve voter
registration in rural communities within the Limbe Municipality:

Enhance Civic Education and Awareness Campaigns: Launch comprehensive civic
education programs tailored to the specific needs of rural communities. These programs
should use various communication channels, including local radio, community
meetings, and outreach programs, to disseminate information about voter registration,
eligibility, and the importance of voting. This tackles the lack of awareness and
information, ensuring that potential voters are well-informed.

Address Socio-Economic Disparities: Implement programs that address poverty and
promote economic empowerment in rural communities. This could include providing
financial assistance for transportation to registration centers or offering incentives for
registration, such as small stipends or access to essential services. This helps to
overcome the socio-economic barriers that prevent people from registering.

Strengthen Institutional Capacity and Transparency: Reform the electoral commission
to ensure its independence, impartiality, and efficiency. Improve the registration
process by streamlining procedures, reducing wait times, and ensuring adequate
staffing and resources at registration centers. Promote transparency by publishing
registration data and making it accessible to the public. This addresses political and
institutional factors, building trust in the electoral process.

Promote Inclusive Participation: Conduct targeted outreach programs to encourage the
participation of marginalized groups, including women, youth, and ethnic minorities.
Address any cultural or social barriers that may prevent these groups from registering
and voting. This ensures that all segments of the population have an equal opportunity
to participate.
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Utilize Technology and Mobile Solutions: Explore the use of technology, such as
mobile registration units equipped with digital registration tools, to reach remote areas
and streamline the registration process. This can include using SMS messaging to send
reminders and provide information about registration. This leverages technology to
overcome logistical challenges and improve efficiency.
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