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All democratic countries require reliable methods to 
authenticate the identity of eligible voters.   They need 
ways to ensure that only those eligible to vote are 
included in official electoral registers and that those who 
vote on election day are eligible to vote, and indeed, are 
‘who they say they are.’ For more established democratic 
countries, these systems of voter registration and 
authentication are rooted in distinct institutional and 
administrative practices that have strong roots in their 
political cultures. In recent years, as a result of various 
forces, we have witnessed pressures in a number of 
countries to support or reinforce existing methods of 
voter authentication with new forms of identification, 
often based on biometric data. These trends are 
particularly notable in countries in the global south, 
where biometric methods are aggressively promoted by 
the burgeoning biometrics industry. In this talk, Colin 
Bennett reviews these trends and outlines the various 
risks of biometric identification in the electoral context. 
Those risks relate to privacy, as well as to wider issues of 
voter discrimination and suppression. 
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