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Tips and Good Practices in European Elections

INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this project, and this conference, is to maximise turnout during the European Parliament elections this June. The particular focus is on maximising turnout amongst young people (aged 18 to 30) and amongst migrants.

It is an unfortunate statistical fact that turnout in European Parliament elections has declined steadily since the first direct elections in 1979. Pan European Union turnout figures are as follows:
· 1979 (first direct elections) 
63%

· 1984




61%

· 1989




59%

· 1994 




57%

· 1999




49%

· 2004 (last elections)


46%

The falls in turnout have been particularly marked in some countries. From when they joined the European Union until the last elections in 2004 turnout in Portugal fell from 72% to 39%, and in Austria from 70% to 42%. In Poland and Slovakia in 2004 turnout was less than 25%.

Although no statistics are available, it is strongly suspected that voting turnout amongst young people is lower than the average. Migrants have only been permitted to vote in their country of residence since the adoption of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. Again, no statistics are available but it is strongly suspected that turnout amongst this group is lower than the average.
CAUSES OF LOW TURNOUT

There are a number of explanations as to why turnout is so low in elections for the European Parliament:

· Lack of identification:  Although the European Parliament is the only democratically-elected institution within the European Union, few voters actually identify either with the institution of its members. There is a strong lack of identification with the Parliament, and very little empathy with it. This is made worse by a constant stream of allegations about abuse of expenses by MEPs.

· Lack of understanding:  It is not generally understood by the voting population that the European Parliament plays a vital role within the European Union – and that the European Union has a strong and direct impact on their quality of life. The fact that the European Parliament now has co-decision status with the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers is not generally known or understood.

-2-

· Lack of senior figures:  Despite the growing powers of the European Parliament the institution has largely failed to attract substantial political figures. Politicians either use the European parliament as a stepping stone on the way to a national political career, or as a retirement job at the end of their careers. Very few members of the public can actually name any MEPs.
· Electoral procedure:  For those electorates used to voting for individuals, the PR list system seems remote and impersonal. There is also a lack of uniformity of voting systems across the European Union, and the recommendations of the Adonnino Committee have not been implemented in this respect.
· National issues :  Voters do have a tendency to regard the European Parliament as a ‘secondary election’, which does not directly affect their everyday lives. They often use the European parliament elections to send a message of dissatisfaction to their incumbent national governments.

· General decline:  It is not just the European Parliament elections where turnout has declined. Turnout in all national and local elections in European nations has declined steadily over the last 30 years.

There are a number of explanations as to why turnout is so low amongst young people in particular:

· Apathy:  Young people are not generally engaged in the political and democratic processes. This is true across all nations and all elections – supra-national, national and local.

· Pressures:  Academic, career and family pressures on young people are greater today than ever before. This also mitigates against participation in the democratic process.

· Identification: The lack of identification with politicians and candidates mentioned above is even more strongly apparent amongst the young. Most candidates are white middle-aged males. Women, young people and ethnic minorities are generally under-represented in party lists, or do not get sufficient priority within the lists to have a real chance of success. 

There are a number of explanations as to why turnout is so low amongst EU migrants:

· Ignorance – voters:  Migrants have ‘only’ been allowed to vote in their country of residence since the 1992 Maastricht Treaty. Many are still unaware of the fact that they are entitled to vote in European Parliament elections.
· Ignorance – parties:  Equally, many party workers are unaware that European Union migrants are entitled to vote in their country of residence – so they do not bother to contact them to encourage them to vote.
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SOLUTIONS – STRATEGIC

There are a number of ways in which the institutions of the European Union, national governments, national political parties, and local, regional and city governments can work together to encourage participation and ensure a higher turnout. This is the ‘air war’ I describe in my book – the strategic over-view and the setting of the general scenario:
· Education:  If the general public had a better idea about the vital role which the European Union plays, and the key role which the European Parliament plays within it,  they would be more likely to vote. This process can begin in schools, but needs to be continued in to further and higher education.
· Publicity:  There should be much greater publicity about the elections – when they are happening, who is entitled to vote, and how they can go about voting.
· Reform:  The reforms to the way in which the European Parliament operates and the way in which MEPs are remunerated would be publicised widely, so that the general population are less cynical about their elected representatives.
· Alternatives: It should be pointed out to the electorate at large that a low turnout helps fringe parties. Although this is not a bad thing in itself, a very low turnout would almost certainly ensure the election of far right or even neo-nazi candidates.
· Voting methods:  People should be offered a range of methods with which to cast their votes. This should certainly include postal voting, but also possibly internet and text message voting (which would certainly appeal to young voters in particular).

· Timing: The timing of elections should be uniform across the European Union. The voting public should also be given the maximum practicable time in which to cast their vote – perhaps 48 hours (over a weekend) rather than a mere 12 hours (as is the case in the United Kingdom). If they can be coincided with other elections or referendums, there is always a higher turnout across the board.
SOLUTIONS – TACTICAL

Elections are fought, won and lost at tactical level – the ‘ground war’ which I describe in my book. Although this conference is non party political, it is a fact that no election can be fought without the participation of political parties, and it is their efforts which will ultimately have the greatest effect in maximising turnout. 
The tactics which political parties use to ‘get their vote out’ are constantly evolving. Here are some suggestions as to tactics which are specifically geared to maximising turnout at European parliament elections – especially turnout amongst young people and migrants.

· Election literature:  Official bodies can put out literature informing the general public that an election is taking place, and advising them on how to cast their votes. Political parties concentrate on persuading the electorate to vote in a particular way. Both sets of literature can be aimed specifically or partially at young voters or at migrants.
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· Traditional media:  In the past traditional print and broadcast media have been the only way (other than through election literature) to inform the population about elections. Newspapers, radio and television still have an important role to play in publicising elections.
· New media:  Younger people in particular have moved away from traditional media – both in terms of using them to gather information, and as a tool for communicating. New media plays an increasingly important role in elections – as epitomised by Barack Obama’s campaign in the United States Presidential elections. The full range of new media should be employed to inform and motivate the electorate – particularly the younger sections. These include web 2.0, targeted and bespoke websites, RSS feeds, blogs and twitter.
· Events:  Traditionally political parties and individual candidates have held ‘hustings’ meetings where they make a speech and then answer questions from the audience. These types of meetings have limited appeal for young people. They should be supplemented by music events and ‘circussing’ – taking to busy streets with balloons and placards and speaking to shoppers, students and commuters.
· Expatriate Groups:  Some cities and regions have strong representation from particular groups of migrants from other European Union states. These groups and institutions should be approached and actively encouraged to urge democratic participation amongst their communities.
· Embassies:  More formal bodies such as embassies and consulates should also be engaged. They have good contacts with their own nationals, and can be used to encourage them to participate in elections.
· European Union offices: There are European Commission and European Parliament offices in every member states, and they should be encouraged to use their resources to publicise the elections.
· Ad hoc organisations:  One-off local alliances, forums and groups should be formed wherever possible to help to publicise the elections and encourage participation in the campaigns and then actual voting.

· Educational establishments:  Further and higher education establishments should be targeted in particular to raise awareness about elections and to stress the importance of participation. This can be done by ‘circussing’ outside their gates, or by gaining entry with the agreement of the authorities. 
· Champions:  Enthusiastic and attractive ‘Champions’ should be selected and charged with evangelising electoral participation. They should be representative of the targets groups. So there should be young men and women chosen to attract younger voters. There should also be Champions from the communities of European Union migrant residents.
· Stunts:  One-off events should be devised to capture the attention and imagination of potential participants in the European Parliament elections. For young people this could include rock concerts, online games, circussing, street drama and art, and student ‘rag’ type activities. For migrants relevant stunts might revolve around their culture – costumes, music or drama.
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CONCLUSION

In order for elections to achieve a high turnout they must be shown to be directly relevant to the potential participants. That is largely a matter of education, publicity and propaganda. The focus should be on emphasising the powers which the European Union (and the European Parliament in particular) has to improve the lives of European citizens. There should also be efforts to publicise the reforms of the European Union institutions, and the steps which have been taken to prevent the abuses of the system which have occurred in the past.
In order for election campaigns to succeed, they must be regarded as being worthwhile by the activists – but they must also be regarded as fun. The terminology of election campaigns is closely aligned with that of warfare. Terms commonly used include campaigns, war chests, strategies, tactics, war rooms and war books – as well as air war and ground war. 
However, elections are the antithesis of armed conflict – they are about settling differences peacefully, through dialogue. And whereas war really is the nearest thing to hell, elections should be fun. Inject as much humour as you can in the proceedings – and end at least some of your campaign days in the pub, the bar, the café or the restaurant!
Lionel Zetter FCIPR FRSA
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