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Executive Summary

The 26th Annual General Conference (AGC) of the Electoral Commissions
Forum of SADC Countries (ECF-SADC) Seminar, held in the Seychelles on 9-13
December 2024 focused on the impact of digitalization and youth engagement
on electoral processes in the SADC region. The seminar brought together
key stakeholders to address the persistent challenges that affect the ability of
the electoral management bodies (EMBs) to fulfil their mandates, such as the
minimally regulated digital media space, the erosion of democratic ideals and
diminishing citizen participation, particularly among youth. Discussions
centred on the transformative impact of digital technologies on electoral
systems, highlighting both opportunities and challenges. Among the key topics
were the evolving digital landscape, cybersecurity threats, the role of artificial
intelligence (Al) in elections and the gender impact of Al-facilitated violence on
women in politics.

The seminar also addressed the growing concern over youth participation
in electoral processes, and the decline in youth engagement at the polls
despite high registration numbers. Participants explored strategies to
foster youth participation throughout the electoral cycle, recognizing young
people's potential as drivers for change. The AGC emphasized the need for
comprehensive Al strategies, implementation of cybersecurity collaboration
networks and the development of youth engagement initiatives that appeal to
activists and their preference for direct action. In addition, the seminar called
for long-term civic education programmes, normative frameworks to address
Al-facilitated gender-based violence in politics and multi-stakeholder
partnerships between EMBs, tech companies, civil society organizations and
youth groups. By implementing these recommendations, the SADC region
aims to harness the potential of digitalization while mitigating the risks, with a
focus on maintaining the integrity of democratic processes in the digital age.




Chapter 1

Background

This report
encapsulates the
key outcomes and
expert
recommendations
from the seminar,
which brought
together a diverse
array of elections
specialists with both
regional and global
backgrounds.

The 26 Annual General Conference of the Electoral Commissions Forum of
SADC Countries (ECF-SADC) Seminar, which convened in the Seychelles on 11
December 2024, focused on the impact of digitalization and youth
engagement on electoral processes in the SADC region. The seminar was
convened with the support of International IDEA under the EU supported
Strengthening Pan-African Capacities for Electoral Observation and Assistance
(SPEC) Project. The seminar brought together chairpersons of EMBs, chief
electoral officers and EMB support staff, as well as regional and international
partners.

This report encapsulates the key outcomes and expert recommendations from
the seminar, which brought together a diverse array of elections specialists
with both regional and global backgrounds. The wide range of perspectives
ensured a holistic and nuanced examination of the subjects under discussion.
This report is the result of detailed analysis and a careful synthesis of the
expert presentations, to distill crucial insights, exemplary practice and
groundbreaking approaches to addressing electoral challenges.

Despite regular elections, the Southern Africa region faces persistent
challenges that affect the ability of EMBs to fulfill their mandates. Chief among
these challenges are the minimally regulated digital media space, the erosion
of democratic ideals, non-acceptance of electoral outcomes and diminishing
citizen participation, particularly among youth. The digital space has become
increasingly relevant to electoral processes, which presents both challenges
and opportunities. While digital media outlets enable EMBs to communicate
efficiently with the public and promote peaceful elections, they also pose risks
linked to disinformation and misinformation that threaten the integrity of
elections. EMBs in the SADC region have proactively adopted the use of social
media platforms to interact with stakeholders, but they must also address their
negative impacts on democratic institutions.

To address these challenges, the ECF-SADC helped to develop the Principles
and Guidelines for the Use of Digital and Social Media with the Association




Speaker: Mpaiphele Maqutu, CEO IEC, Lesotho.

of African Electoral Authorities (AAEA) and the Electoral Commission of South
Africa. The 2024 AGC seminar served as a platform for socializing
this framework, exploring various aspects of digital and social media use in
elections and devising practical measures for implementation at the country
level.

The seminar also addressed the growing concern over youth participation
in electoral processes. Despite the fact that the population of the region
is more youthful compared to a decade ago, statistics show a decline in youth
engagement at the polls as both voters and candidates. The AGC explored
strategies, best practices and entry points for EMBs to foster youth
participation throughout the electoral cycle, to ensure that the potential
of young people as drivers of change is fully realized. This focus on youth
engagement and the impact of digital media provided valuable insights into
the evolving landscape of electoral processes in Southern Africa.

1.1. THE 26TH AGC: OBJECTIVES

The general objectives of the 26th AGC seminar were to exchange knowledge
on and share experiences of mitigating disinformation and enhancing youth
participation in electoral processes in the SADC region. The specific
objectives were to:

* Share experiences and lessons learned on digitalization and electoral
processes.

* Explore new opportunities for harnessing digital media in elections.

* Explore strategies for cooperation between EMBs and digital companies to
achieve positive social media impact.

* Identify barriers to youth participation in electoral processes and explore
strategies for enhancing participation.

1. BACKGROUND
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Draw comparative experiences between the SADC region and the rest of
the continent on best policy practices on mitigating disinformation and
promoting youth participation in elections.

Explore possible partnerships with democracy activists and election
assistance providers on combating disinformation and promoting youth
participation.



Chapter 2

Proceedings of the Seminar

The 26th AGC Seminar was structured in four wide-ranging sessions, each
of which addressed critical aspects of electoral processes in the SADC
region. The seminar's framework was carefully designed to provide a
holistic view of the challenges and opportunities facing electoral systems in
Southern Africa with regard to digitalization and youth engagement in
electoral processes in the SADC region.

2.1. SESSION ONE: SETTING THE TONE FOR THE 26TH AGC
SEMINAR: DIGITALIZATION AND YOUTH ENGAGEMENT IN
ELECTORAL PROCESSES IN THE SADC REGION

Speaker 1. Samson ltodo, YIAGA-Africa:
Emerging trends in youth participation in Southern Africa

Speaker 2. Matt Bailey, IFES, social media expert:
Digitalization and electoral processes: what is the future?

Session Moderator. Vera Muring, International IDEA

The first session set the stage for the entire seminar by introducing the
overarching theme of ‘Digitalization and Youth Engagement in Electoral
Processes in the SADC Region’.This opening segment provided a broad
overview of the current landscape, highlighting the intersection between
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Ultimately, the
session underscored
the need for multi-
stakeholder
collaboration to
harness
opportunities and
mitigate the risks of
digitalization in the
electoral process.

Cross section of the participants.

technological advances and the evolving role of young voters in shaping
democratic processes.

The session focused on the transformative impact of digitalization and
emerging technologies, particularly Al, on electoral processes. Matt Bailey
from IFES provided an overview, noting the significant ways in which digital
tools are shaping the political discourse and enhancing electoral integrity.
However, the discussion also highlighted growing challenges, such as the
reduced transparency of legacy social media platforms and the sophisticated
techniques governments use to throttle Internet access during political crises.

Matt Bailey delved deeper into these issues to explain how the digital
landscape is rapidly evolving with the emergence of new social media
platforms and federated protocols that are integrating with larger web
platforms. This quiet transformation is creating a complex environment for
which the election community is not well prepared, not least due to a lack of
technological expertise and limited resources.

Amid these shifts, the panellists emphasized the critical importance of EMBs
engaging directly with technology companies, which would include ensuring
that factual election information is provided on their platforms and advocating
for the development of politically neutral Al algorithms that account for
cultural and political sensitivities. Ultimately, the session underscored the need
for multi-stakeholder collaboration to harness opportunities and mitigate the
risks of digitalization in the electoral process.

Samson Itodo (through a recorded presentation) highlighted the significant role
of youth in the Southern Africa region, noting their active engagement
in electoral processes, their digital activism and the emergence of youth
candidates and social movements. He emphasized the importance of Electoral
Commissions not suppressing the voices of young people, but instead
engaging with them as election officials and partners in organizing credible
elections. Itodo urged Electoral Commissions to develop and implement
coherent youth engagement strategies that are co-created by and co-
implemented with young people. He stressed that young people are making a
strong demand for a new social bargain from democracy and political leaders



that respects their fundamental freedoms, provides access to socio-economic
and political opportunities, and allows them to contribute to nation-building.

2. PROCEEDINGS OF THE SEMINAR

2.2. SESSION TWO: DIGITALIZATION AND ELECTIONS IN
SOUTHERN AFRICA

Speaker 1. Guy Berger, Media and Digital Policy Expert:
EMB strategic communications in the context of digital media

Speaker 2. Antony Banbury, IFES President and CEO:
Supporting African EMBs to enhance cybersecurity capabilities

Speaker 3. Maureen Shonge, UN Women:
Gendered Impact of Al on Women and Elections

Session Moderator. Sy Mamabolo, CEO, Electoral Commission of South Africa

Building on the first session, the second session delved deeper into
digitalization and elections in Southern Africa. This segment explored the
transformative impact of digital technologies on electoral systems, examining
both the potential benefits and the inherent risks associated with the
integration of digital tools into the electoral process.

An introduction by the moderator outlined the focus on elections intervention,
policy options and strategies for dealing with cybercrimes, as well as the

10 - 11 December 2024

From left: Antony Banbury-IFES, Sy Mamabolo-IEC South Africa, Maureen Sibanda-UN Women, Guy Berger.
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Address issues such
as hate speech and
disinformation, and

emphasized the
importance of
engaging with tech
companies to
address these
challenges.

gender implications of Al in elections. Professor Guy Berger then emphasized
the importance of understanding different types of Al, from generative Al to
classification Al, and the need to address the risks and opportunities of Al
in elections. He discussed the Al stack, the disparity in Al adoption between
African countries and developed nations, and the potential misuse of Al for
political purposes.

Antony Banbury then highlighted the serious threats posed by disinformation
and cybersecurity, using the example of the annulled Romanian elections
following widespread disinformation. He introduced the Cyber Information
Resilience in Elections Network (SIREN), which aims to bring together Election
Commissions and technology companies to develop standardized approaches
to cybersecurity. Banbury emphasized the importance of a comprehensive
strategy on cybersecurity, as well as working with partners and developing
policies and training.

Finally, Maureen Sibanda Shonge, a regional policy specialist on political
participation at UN Women, Eastern and Southern Africa, discussed the gender
impact of Al on women in elections, highlighting the increase in violence
against women online and the impact of Al-facilitated gender-based violence.
She called for the development of normative frameworks and policies to
address issues such as hate speech and disinformation, and emphasized the
importance of engaging with tech companies to address these challenges.
The session concluded with a question-and-answer period, where the
panellists provided further insights and made recommendations.

2.3. SESSION THREE: YOUTH PARTICIPATION IN ELECTORAL
PROCESSES AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE ELECTIONS

Speaker 1. Gram Matenga, International IDEA:
Lessons from 2024 as the big year of elections on voter turnout and youth
participation in Southern Africa

Speaker 2. Samuel Atuobi, Senior Political Electoral Officer, African Union,
Department of Political Affairs, Peace & Security:

Youth participation in future electoral processes: Is there a link with the recent
wave of digitalization?

Session Moderator. Elvis Julie, Commissioner, Seychelles Electoral
Commission
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Jeanette Ally- Seychelles National Youth Assembly, Fabio Bargiachi-ECES, Abdul Rahman-
Electoral Commission of Mauritius, Brown Kasaro- Electoral Commission of Zambia.

Session three focused on youth participation in electoral processes and
the implications for future elections. This crucial discussion addressed the
growing importance of youth engagement in democratic processes and its
potential to shape the future political landscape of the region. The session
explored strategies for increasing youth participation and the long-term
implications of a more engaged young electorate.

The focus was on understanding the trends and challenges around youth
participation in electoral processes in Southern Africa. Gram Matenga
presented data that showed that while youth are interested in elections as a
means of holding governments accountable, actual youth voter turnout has
been declining in many countries in the region, despite concerted efforts by
EMBs on voter education and targeted youth initiatives.

Matenga highlighted how youth are increasingly shifting towards non-
traditional political structures and movements, preferring activism and
direct action over conventional voting. Factors such as economic decline, cost
of living pressures and the rise of digital platforms have shaped youth
perceptions and aspirations. The session also discussed the role of civic
education in fostering political awareness and empowerment among youth, as
well as the need to better understand the reasons behind the gap between
voter registration and voter turnout.

Samuel Atuobi, Senior Political Electoral Officer, African Union, Department of
Political Affairs, Peace & Security, discussed the impact of digitalization on
youth engagement in electoral processes in Africa. He argued that while
digital tools and social media provide a natural environment for youth
participation, they can also exacerbate existing inequalities between urban
and rural youth, as well as between affluent and less affluent groups. He
suggested a rethink of the concept of youth in Africa, proposing that political
participation should be based on ability and capacity rather than age. He also
highlighted the potential benefits of increased youth participation, such as
enhanced political accountability and innovation. However, he acknowledged
challenges such

2. PROCEEDINGS OF THE SEMINAR

This crucial
discussion addressed
the growing
importance of youth
engagement in
democratic processes
and its potential to
shape the future
political landscape of
the region.
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The discussion
emphasized that
addressing the
challenge of youth
disengagement
requires a multi-
faceted approach,
involving EMBs and
political parties, as
well as broader
governance reforms to
address the underlying
socio-economic
concerns of youth.

Recommendations
included voter
registration platforms,
implementing digital
literacy programmes on
cybersecurity and
organizing outreach
initiatives to engage
with unregistered
youth. Creative
approaches such as
videos and celebrity
endorsements were
suggested to make
civic education more
appealing to young
people.

as cost barriers, legal restrictions and the risk of youth being exploited in
disinformation campaigns.

Participants raised important questions around strategies for engaging with
youth, the environmental impact of technology in elections and the need for
more disaggregated data on youth participation. The discussion emphasized
that addressing the challenge of youth disengagement requires a multi-
faceted approach, involving EMBs and political parties, as well as broader
governance reforms to address the underlying socio-economic concerns of
youth.

2.4. SESSION FOUR: ONGOING INITIATIVES TO PROMOTE
YOUTH ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION IN THE SADC REGION

Speaker 1. Jeanetta Ally, Seychelles National Youth Assembly:
Youth responsibilities in the Electoral Processes: A case study of Seychelles

Speakers 2. Irfan Abdool Rahman, Electoral Commissioner of Mauritius and
Fabio Bargiacchi, Founder and Executive Director, European Centre for Electoral
Assistance who presented theles Organes de Gestion des Elections des Etats
Membres de la COI, a publication authored by Aboubakar Abdou Msa and David
le Notre.

Session Moderator. Brown Kasaro, CEO of the Electoral Commission of Zambia

Session 4 focused on promoting youth electoral participation in the SADC
region. A presentation by Jeanetta Ally examined the efforts of the Seychelles
National Youth Council (SNYC. Established in 1998, the SNYC empowers youth
through the Youth Tech Programme and the Seychelles National Youth
Assembly, among other things. A key statistic was that there were 20,198
registered youth voters aged 18 to 35, of whom 1,555 were first-time voters. The
Youth Assembly emphasizes the need for enhanced civic education, digital
platforms for voter registration and greater media engagement to boost youth
participation. Challenges such as limited representation of experienced voters
and issues such as misinformation and hate speech were also identified.
Recommendations included the creation of user-friendly voter registration
platforms, implementing digital literacy programmes on cybersecurity and
organizing outreach initiatives to engage with unregistered youth. Creative
approaches such as videos and celebrity endorsements were suggested to
make civic education more appealing to young people. Integrating these
recommendations into the Electoral Commission’s strategies and evaluating
their impact were deemed crucial. The presentation concluded with recognition
of the vital role youth play in strengthening democracy, alongside plaudits for
both the SNYC and the Electoral Commission for their dedication to fostering
youth involvement in the electoral process.


https://www.commissionoceanindien.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Etude-comparative-des-OGE.pdf
https://www.commissionoceanindien.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Etude-comparative-des-OGE.pdf
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The presentation by Abdool Rahman and Fabio Bargiacchi focused on
collaborative electoral experiences of EMBs in the Indian Ocean region, with an
emphasis on digitalization and governance.

The Electoral Commission of Mauritius and the ECES recently conducted
a comprehensive comparative study of EMBs in the member states of the
South-west Indian Ocean region. This study, which was part of the Governance,
Peace and Stability project supported by the French Development Agency,
aimed to enhance understanding of electoral systems and provide a reference
document on EMBs. The research covered key aspects of electoral
management, such as legal frameworks, appointment processes, the roles and
mandates of EMBs, budgetary frameworks, types of elections and electoral
courts. A primary goal was to identify guiding principles for EMBs, recognizing
their evolving roles in line with constitutional and legislative developments.
The comparative approach highlighted similarities, differences and potential
areas for improvement, allowing legislators to draw on best practices both
within and beyond the study area.

The study revealed interesting variations in EMB structures across countries.
For instance, Comoros has 13 members appointed for one-year renewable
terms, while Madagascar has 9 members from diverse institutions who serve
non-renewable 6-year terms. It also examined electoral dispute resolution. It
found that disputes in the region are complex and multifaceted, and arise
throughout the electoral process. The research explored efforts to include
young people, women and vulnerable groups in the electoral process,
highlighting initiatives such as civic education, awareness campaigns and
measures to ensure accessibility for voters with disabilities. This
comprehensive study provides valuable insights into electoral
management practices across the Indian Ocean region, laying the
groundwork for further improvements in electoral processes and
contributing to a gradual harmonization of electoral legislation and best
practices.
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2.5. SESSION FIVE: REFLECTIONS, KEY TAKEAWAYS AND
LESSONS LEARNED

Session Moderator. Taona E Mwanyisa, TDGHR consult Managing Partner

2.5.1. Session One: Setting the Tone for the 26th AGC Seminar:
Digitalization and Youth Engagement in Electoral Processes in the SADC
region.

Digitalization and emerging technologies, particularly Al, are having a
transformative impact on electoral processes globally. This includes both
opportunities to enhance integrity, as well as significant challenges that
EMBs need to navigate.

The digital landscape is rapidly evolving. There is reduced transparency
from legacy social media platforms, and new platforms and protocols are
emerging. This is creating a complex environment that the election
community is often ill-equipped to fully understand and respond to.

Governments are becoming more sophisticated in their use of digital tools
to manipulate the information landscape, including through techniques
such as internet throttling or shutdowns during political crises. This poses
serious threats to citizen engagement and access to information.

EMBs need to proactively engage with technology companies to ensure
factual election information is provided on their platforms. They must also
advocate for the development of politically neutral Al algorithms that
account for cultural and political sensitivities.

Addressing the challenges of digitalization requires a multi-stakeholder
approach, in which EMBs, civil society and technology companies work
collaboratively to harness the opportunities and mitigate the risks of these
rapidly evolving technologies.

The key overarching takeaway is the critical importance of EMBs staying
ahead of the curve on digital trends and building the necessary expertise
and partnerships to navigate this complex and constantly shifting
landscape.
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2.5.2. Session Two: Digitalization and Elections in Southern Africa

* Understanding the different types of Al and their implications: The session
emphasized the importance of distinguishing between generative Al and
classification Al, as they have different applications and risks in the context
of elections.

* Addressing the risks and opportunities of Al in elections: The speakers
highlighted the need to prioritize addressing the risks of Al, such as
the potential for misuse and disinformation, while also leveraging the
opportunities it presents, such as enhancing election security and voter
targeting.

* Developing a comprehensive cybersecurity strategy: The session
underscored the critical importance of Election Commissions having a
comprehensive cybersecurity strategy that involves collaboration with
partners, including technology companies, to mitigate evolving cyber
threats.

* Addressing the gender impact of Al: The session brought to light the
disproportionate impact of Al-facilitated gender-based violence and
misinformation on women in the electoral process, emphasizing the need
for normative frameworks and policies to address these issues.

MISSION AND VISION OF

NDATE OF THE
,“‘“|:nzu COMMISSION THE ELECTORAL

COMMISSION SEYCHELLES

Speaker: Vera Banda Malawi Electoral Commission. sitting in front L-R :Commissioner Richard Chapweteka and
David Banda ( All from the Electoral Commission of Malawi).
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* Fostering multi-stakeholder collaboration: The session highlighted the value
of collaboration among Election Commissions, technology companies, civil
society and other stakeholders to develop common solutions and
approaches to the challenges posed by Al in elections.

* Overall, the key takeaways emphasizes the need for a proactive,
comprehensive and collaborative approach to addressing the complex and
evolving challenges presented by Al in the electoral context.

2.5.3. Session Three: Youth participation in electoral processes and

implications for future elections

* Declining voter turnout among youth: The session highlighted the trend
of declining voter turnout among youth in many Southern African countries,
despite high voter registration numbers. This suggests a disconnect
between youth interest in the electoral process and their actual
participation.

* A shift to non-traditional methods of political engagement: The discussion
revealed a growing preference among youth for participating in social
movements, activism and non-conventional political structures, rather than
traditional voting. This shift reflects their dissatisfaction with the political
establishment and desire for more direct forms of political engagement.

* Role of civic education and political awareness: Participants emphasized the
importance of strengthening civic education and fostering greater political
awareness among the youth. This is seen as crucial for empowering young
people to understand their role as citizens and actively engage in the
democratic process.

* Need for targeted data and research: The session underscored the lack
of disaggregated data on youth political participation, which hinders the
ability to design effective interventions. Calls were made for more in-depth
research to better understand the factors influencing youth engagement, or
lack of engagement, in electoral processes.

* A multifaceted approach to addressing the challenge: Addressing the
challenge of youth disengagement will require a collaborative effort
involving EMBs and political parties, as well as broader governance reforms
to address the underlying socio-economic concerns of the youth.

2.5.4. Session Four: Ongoing Initiatives to promote youth electoral
participation in the SADC region

Case Study: Seychelles National Youth Council, key takeaways
* Digital initiatives: Implement digital literacy programmes and enhance
platforms for voter registration.

* Outreach and education: Conduct targeted outreach to marginalized youth
and use creative methods of voter education.



* Sustained engagement: Organize annual forums and partner with schools
and NGOs in ongoing civic education initiatives.

Case Study: A Comparative Study of EMBs in the Indian Ocean Region, Key
takeaways

Regional Harmonization Potential

* Despite the different legal traditions (Civil Law and Common Law), South-
West Indian Ocean states show tendencies towards harmonization.

* There is potential to develop regional norms and standards on regular,
honest elections.

EMB Structural variations
* There are significant differences in EMB structures across countries.

* There are varying approaches to political party involvement in EMB
appointments.

Electoral Dispute Resolution

* Disputes are complex and multifaceted, and arise throughout the electoral
process.

* Different courts may have jurisdiction depending on the nature of the
dispute.

Inclusion Efforts

* There is a number of initiatives to include young people, women and
vulnerable groups.

* Civic education, awareness campaigns and accessibility measures for
voters with disabilities were highlighted.

Implications and Future Direction

* Provides valuable insights into electoral management practices across the
Indian Ocean region.

* Lays the groundwork for improvements in electoral processes and
democratic governance.

* Expected to contribute to a gradual harmonization of electoral legislation
and best practices in the region.

2. PROCEEDINGS OF THE SEMINAR



Chapter 3

Policy Recommendations
and Conclusions

The seminar yielded valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities
presented by digitalization and youth engagement in electoral processes
across the Southern African region. As the digital landscape continues to
rapidly evolve, it is crucial for EMBs and other stakeholders to adapt and
implement forward-thinking strategies to protect the integrity and inclusivity of
democratic processes.

The following conclusions and policy recommendations have been formulated
based on the comprehensive discussions and analyses conducted during the
seminar. These recommendations aim to address the multifaceted challenges
identified, such as cybersecurity threats, Al-related risks, youth disengagement
and the need for enhanced civic education. By implementing these measures,
the SADC region can work towards creating a more resilient, transparent
and participatory electoral environment that leverages the benefits of digital
technologies while mitigating associated risks. These recommendations
provide a roadmap for EMBs, policymakers and other stakeholders to navigate
the complex intersection of technology, youth engagement and democratic
processes in the digital age.

The discussions and insights gathered during the seminar have underscored
the urgent need for proactive measures to address the challenges posed by
digitalization, and to enhance youth engagement in electoral processes within
the SADC region. The seminar highlighted the dual nature of digitalization,
which presents significant opportunities for improving electoral integrity but
also serious risks linked to disinformation and cybersecurity threats. As the
region grapples with declining youth participation in elections, it has become
increasingly clear that innovative strategies must be employed to foster
greater engagement among young voters, who are vital for shaping the
democratic landscape.

The policy recommendations outlined in this section provide a comprehensive
roadmap for EMBs and other stakeholders to navigate these complexities




4. CONCLUSIONS

effectively. By developing robust Al strategies, enhancing cybersecurity
collaboration through initiatives such as the Cyber Information Resilience
in Elections Network (SIREN), and implementing targeted civic education
programmes, the SADC region can create an inclusive electoral environment
that empowers youth and safeguards democratic processes. Furthermore,
addressing issues such as Al bias, environmental impacts and gender-based
violence in politics will be essential for ensuring a fair and equitable electoral
framework. Through these concerted efforts, the SADC region can harness the
potential of digitalization while mitigating its risks, ultimately fostering a more
resilient and participatory democracy.

3.1. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

— Table 3.1.1. Thematic issue: Digital strategies and cybersecurity

Policy Action Who
recommendation

Develop comprehensive  « Develop internal digital expertise and dedicated teams to EMBs
digital strategies for monitor emerging trends ECF-SADC
EMBs « Establish guidelines on responsible use of Al and digital tools in

electoral processes

Enhance cybersecurity « Invest in robust infrastructure and conduct regular security EMBs
measures by investing audits ECF-SADC

in robust infrastructure,  + Develop incident response plans and update protocols to Regional and
conducting security address Al-related vulnerabilities international
audits and developing « Create partnerships with tech companies to mitigate partners

incident response plans cyberthreats

Work with tech companies to develop and implement politically

neutral Al algorithms for election-related content

« Advocate for increased transparency from social media
platforms regarding their policies and practices related to

elections
Design digital electoral -+ Design processes that are accessible to all voters, including EMBs
processes that are those with disabilities National
accessible to all + Address the digital divide to ensure equal participation governments

« Implement measures to protect marginalized groups from
online harassment
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— 3.7.2. Thematic issue: Youth engagement and education

Policy Action Who
recommendation
Develop comprehensive * Create youth user-friendly digital platforms for voter registration and information EMBs
civic education dissemination . _ ECF-SADC
+ Develop initiatives focused on electoral participation and democratic processes .
programmes targeted S - ! National
+ Implement digital literacy programmes to combat misinformation and hate

at youth to foster speech governments
political awareness and + Integrate civic education into school curricula Partners
engagement + Leverage creative approaches such as videos and celebrity endorsements

Implement digital + Implement comprehensive digital literacy programmes for voters EMBs
Iiteracy initiatives to + Develop targeted campaigns to raise awareness about online manipulation and

S e ti disinformation

combatmisintormation + Provide youth with tools and resources to verify information and identify credible

and hate speech sources

Develop youth + Use social media platforms for voter outreach and education campaigns targeted EMBs
user-friendly digital atyoung voters » o ‘ _

D + Develop user-friendly digital platforms for voter registration and information

P : . dissemination

registration and

information

Address socio- + Develop policies and programmes aimed at reducing youth unemployment and National
economic concerns improving economic opportunities governments

affecting youth, such as
unemployment, through
targeted policies and

Ensure that political platforms and campaigns address key issues affecting young
people

Political parties

programmes

Support alternative + Recognize and engage with youth-led social movements and activism National

forms of political + Create formal channels for youth to participate in decision-making processes governments

beyond voting

engagement for

youth to encourage

participation in

electoral processes

Enhance collaboration + Partner with youth-focused NGOs and civil society groups to implement voter EMBs

with civil society education and mobilizatio}n in.itiatives _ N CSOs

organizations to + Support grassroots organizations working on youth political empowerment ECF-SADC

encourage youth

participation in

electoral processes

Recognize and amplify + Acknowledge the vital role of youth in strengthening democracy National

youth contributions + Support initiati\{es that foster youth i_nvo]ver}nent ir‘1 glectora!processes governments

. . + Create mechanisms for youth participation in decision-making processes beyond

by creating a dynamic voting EMBs

environment where

young people’s

insights, initiatives

and accomplishments

are actively valued

and integrated into

democracy promotion

and electoral

assistance processes

Enhance the credibility :lﬁilfu?z:;transparency measures to build trust in electoral processes and National
governments

of electoral institutions

+ Address concerns about corruption and failed promises to combat youth

disillusionment
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— Table 3.1.3. Al and emerging technologies

Policy Action Who
recommendation
Enhance understanding - Develop initiatives focused on electoral participation and democratic processes EMBs
of Al types and + Implement digital literacy programmes to combat misinformation and hate CSOs
. . speech
appllcatlons « Integrate civic education into school curricula ECF-SADC
« Leverage creative approaches such as videos and celebrity endorsements

Mitigate the risks « Establish regulatory frameworks to address Al misuse, such as disinformation ECF-SADC
and |everage the and voter manipulation, while leveraging Al for election security and efficiency EMBs

e e « Invest in Al tools that enhance election security, voter targeting and administrative Nati |
opportunities orrere efficiency while ensuring transparency and accountability. ationa
by Al + Mitigate the risks and leverage the opportunities offered by Al governments
Develop ethical + Develop and enforce ethical guidelines on the deployment of Al in electoral ECF-SADC
guidelines for Al use processes to ensure fairness, transparency and political neutrality EMBs

in elections to ensure
fairness, transparency
and neutrality

Tech companies
National
Governments

Advocate for the
marking Al-generated

+ Require technology companies to reveal the algorithms used in election-related
content moderation and voter engagement
+ Monitor the implementation of Al technologies to ensure compliance with ethical

Tech companies
EMBs

approaches to fostering
collaboration

Contenj( in election standards and democratic principles National
campaigns to prevent governments
misinformation

- Table 3.1.4. Collaboration and knowledge sharing
Policy Action Who
recommendation
Implement multi- « Encourage partnerships between EMBs, technology companies, civil society ECF-SADC
stakeholder organizations and academia to address Al-related challenges collectively EMBs

* Establish forums for dialogue and best practice sharing on the ethical use of Alin Tech companies

electoral contexts

Promote international
cooperation and best
practice sharing

+ Engage in cross-border sharing of best practices and lessons learned
+ Participate in international forums focused on addressing digital challenges in
elections

+ Support the development of global standards on the use of digital technologies in

electoral processes

ECF-SADC
EMBs
Partners

Facilitate continuous
dialogue among
stakeholders to
address digital
challenges collectively

+ Create forums for regular dialogue between EMBSs, civil society organizations and

tech companies
+ Develop joint initiatives to address digital challenges in elections
Encourage knowledge and best practices sharing across different stakeholder
groups

ECF-SADC
EMBs
CSOs, Tech
companies
Partners

Promote youth
representation by
encouraging political
parties to include young
candidates and address
youth-specific issues in
their platforms

+ Encourage political parties to select more young candidates and address youth-

specific issues in their platforms
+ Create youth advisory councils or similar structures to involve young people in
policymaking processes

Political parties
National
governments

Strengthen regional
collaboration

+ Support the Indian Ocean Electoral Network to promote electoral integrity and
justice
+ Encourage best practices sharing among EMBs in the region

ECF-SADC
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— Table 3.1.5. Information Integrity and Media Engagement

misinformation

Policy Action Who
recommendation
Combat misinformation - Implement targeted campaigns to counter election-related EMBs
and disinformation misinformation ECF-SADC
through targeted « Partner with media organizations to promote accurate electoral Media
campaigns and information - _ , Social media
partnerships with + Advocate for increased transparency from social media platforms platforms
media organizations regarding election-related policies and practices
to promote accurate
electoral information
Address the gendered - Develop policies to combat Al-facilitated gender-based violence, ECF-SADC
impacts of Al-facilitated including disinformation and harassment targeted at women in National
violence politics Governments
+ Implement normative frameworks that promote gender equality Political Parties
and protect women candidates from online abuse during elections Partners
— Table. 3.1.6. Capacity building and professional development
Policy Action Who
recommendation
Invest in capacity- * Invest in capacity-building initiatives that enable EMBs to stay apprised ~ ECF-SADC
building initiatives of technological advances and effectively navigate the complexities of EMBs
for EMBs to navigate Al ) N o ) . Partners
technological advances * Provide training on recognizing and countering Al-driven threats such as
ffectivel deepfakes and algorithmic biases
EE LY * Build expertise within EMBs on emerging technologies by providing
training on recognizing and countering Al-driven threats such as deep
fakes and algorithmic biases
* Promote educational programmes such as the Online Masters on
Electoral Policy and Administration for electoral administrators
— Table. 3.1.7. Legal and regulatory frameworks
Policy Action Who
recommendation
Strengthen the - Update electoral laws to address the challenges posed by digital National
legal and regulatory technologies governments,
frameworks governing - Develop clear regulations around the use of Al and other emerging EMBs
the use of digital technologies in elections ECE-SADC
technologies and Al in « Establish mechanisms to combat digital manipulation and
elections in the region disinformation during electoral periods
Develop ethical + Develop and enforce ethical guidelines on the deployment of Al in electoral ECF-SADC
guidelines on Al use in processes to ensure fairness, transparency and political neutrality. National
e region + Advocate for the marking Al-generated content in election campaigns to prevent governments
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- Table 3.1.8. Research and Data Analysis

Policy Action Who
Recommendation
Improve data collection  + Implement robust age-disaggregated data collection systems EMBs
and analysis to on voter registration and turnout ECF-SADC
inform interventions + Conduct regular surveys and research to understand youth Tech Companies
that support youth political attitudes and barriers to participation Partners
participation in « Promote research on the implications of different Al models in
elections and electoral processes to guide ethical use
digitalization + Monitor and evaluate the impact of implemented initiatives
Promote ongoing « Facilitate continuous dialogue and knowledge sharing among ECF-SADC
collaboration and EMBs
research « Conduct further studies to enhance electoral processes in the

region

« Provide sustained support for upcoming elections

3.2. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the 26th AGC of the ECF-SADC Seminar shed light on the critical
intersection of digitalization and youth engagement in electoral processes
in the SADC region. The seminar's comprehensive discussions highlighted the
opportunities and challenges presented by the rapidly evolving digital
landscape in the context of elections.

The seminar underscored the urgent need for EMBs to adapt to the changing
technological environment while maintaining the integrity of democratic
processes. Key recommendations emerged from the seminar on developing
comprehensive Al strategies, implementing robust cybersecurity measures
and designing youth engagement initiatives that resonate with modern
activism trends. The importance of long-term civic education programmes,
addressing Al-facilitated gender-based violence in politics and fostering multi-
stakeholder partnerships was also emphasized. As the SADC region moves
forward, it is clear that a proactive, collaborative and adaptive approach will be
essential to harness the potential of digitalization while mitigating the
associated risks. By implementing these insights and recommendations, the
region can work towards more inclusive, secure and technologically advanced
electoral processes that engage all citizens, particularly the youth, in shaping
the future of democracy in Southern Africa.



This report stems from the 26th Annual General Conference of the Electoral Commissions Forum of
SADC Countries (ECF-SADC), held in Seychelles on 11 December 2024. It synthesizes insights from a
distinguished panel of regional and international election specialists. The seminar, supported by
International IDEA through the EU-funded Strengthening Pan-African Capacities for Electoral
Observation and Assistance (SPEC) Project, brought together electoral experts, policymakers and
stakeholders from across the SADC region.

The report delves into the critical intersection of digitalization and youth engagement in electoral
processes within the SADC region. It addresses the opportunities and challenges presented by digital tools
in elections, alongside strategies to enhance youth participation as voters, candidates and civic educators.
Furthermore, it tackles paramount concerns such as cybersecurity threats, the digital divide, the spread of
disinformation and the gendered impact of AI on women in politics. This report highlights targeted
policy recommendations and actionable insights, serving as a vital resource for electoral management
bodies, national governments, political parties, civil society organizations, media outlets, and
international and regional partners committed to strengthening democracy in Southern Africa.
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