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Voting and Elections the World Over is the tenth in a series of volumes that 
examines a major social phenomenon using an explicitly comparative ap-
proach. Comparing twenty-two countries, Voting and Elections reports when 
the populace first gained the right to vote for persons seeking elective office. 
It then asks the following questions: Who among the country’s inhabitants 
has the right to vote? What age must they be? When did women receive suf-
frage? Are non-citizens eligible to vote? Are felons allowed to vote? Is voting 
compulsory?  Who administers the elections? 

Each country’s electoral system is described, and the offices for which 
people can vote are reported (i.e., members of parliament, prime minister, 
president, and state and municipal offices such as governors and mayors). For 
each country, we report voter turnout for national elections over at least the 
past ten years. We also report changes that have been made in the electoral 
process. 

The countries included in this study are: Canada, the United States, Argen-
tina, Brazil, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden, the 
Russian Federation, Poland, Hungary, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Nigeria, South 
Africa, India, China, Japan, and Australia.

Preface





ix

Universal suffrage consists of the right to vote for all adults without distinc-
tion as to race, sex, belief, intelligence, or economic or social status. Gener-
ally franchises may be restricted on account of age, gender, nationality, race, 
religion, wealth, birth (inherited social status), education, or previous crimes. 
The first movement toward universal suffrage occurred in the early nine-
teenth century and focused on removing property requirements for voting. In 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the focus of the universal 
suffrage movement became the removal of restrictions against women having 
the right to vote.

The table shown below reports when states and countries first granted, and 
at times revoked, universal suffrage.

Introduction

Table I.1. Universal suffrage by country/state in chronological order

Year Country/Territory Notes

1776–1807 New Jersey First state to include both women and blacks. 
   There was a property requirement; but its 
   enforcement was and is disputed. New Jersey 
   was independent until 1789.
1792 Principality of  Universal suffrage (all inhabitants over 18, without 
  Liège  distinction) in the state of Liège to elect all the 
   members of the National Convention.
1820s–1840s United States Universal white manhood suffrage granted in most 
   states regardless of property holdings.
1869 Wyoming The first U.S. territory to allow women to run 
   for the legislature. Upon the state’s admission 
   into the Union in 1890, Wyoming was the first 
   U.S. state to grant women the voting franchise. 

(continued )



Table I.1. (continued )

Year Country/Territory Notes

   Other Western states also had universal suffrage 
   before 1920.
1886 Tavolara During its republican period 1886–1895, this 
   small island country near Sardinia became the 
   first self-governing nation to grant universal 
   suffrage. Later it became a part of Italy.
1893 New Zealand With the inclusion of women, it became the first 
   major nation to grant universal suffrage; 
   however, women were not eligible to stand for 
   parliament until 1919.
1894 South Australia Women’s suffrage, but not universal. First state 
   to also allow women as candidates for 
   parliament. Other Australian states followed 
   1899–1908. Aborigines of Australia were 
   allowed to vote, but this right was taken away 
   at the time of Federation in 1901 and they were 
   not allowed to vote in South Australia again 
   until 1963.
1901 Australia Women’s suffrage, but not universal; the first 
   federal election in Australia. In 1902 restrictions 
   were imposed on Chinese, Indians, Polynesians 
   (except Maori) and Indigenous Australians 
   amongst others and some of these persisted 
   until 1965.
1906 Grand Duchy of  As an autonomous Grand Duchy. It was the
  Finland  first nation to allow women as candidates and
   voters. This was the first time that women 
   were actually elected (19 of 200 MPs). Finland 
   became independent with Universal Suffrage in 
   1917.
1913 Norway Including women, first independent nation to also 
   allow women as candidates.
1915 Denmark First voting rights to anyone came in 1849, and 
   the rules were changed a number of times. But 
   it was not until the change in the constitution in 
   1915 that all men and women had influence on 
   all chambers.
1918 Canada Last province to enact women’s suffrage was 
   Quebec in 1940; status Indians gained the right 
   to vote in 1960.
1918 Estonia
1918 United Kingdom Women over thirty had been given the right to 
   vote in 1918 with some property restrictions 
   and in 1928 universal suffrage for all.
1918 Soviet Union With the 1918 Soviet Constitution, although direct 
   voting and the lifting of some political 



Year Country/Territory Notes

   restrictions did not occur until the 1936 Soviet 
   Constitution.
1918 Austria After the Central Powers‘ defeat in World War I.
1918 Czechoslovakia After the Central Powers‘ defeat in World War I.
1918 Germany After the Central Powers‘ defeat in World War I. 
   Revoked during 1935–1945 by the Nuremberg 
   Laws. The restrictions applied also to the 
   territories occupied by the Nazis during World 
   War II.
1918 Hungary After the Central Powers‘ defeat in World War I.
1919 Democratic  Became part of the Soviet Union in 1920.
  Republic of 
  Armenia
1919 Azerbaijan  Became part of the Soviet Union in 1920.
  Democratic 
  Republic
1919 Democratic  Became part of the Soviet Union in 1921.
  Republic of 
  Georgia
1919 Poland
1919 Luxembourg
1919 The Netherlands Universal male suffrage in 1917.
1921 Sweden Universal male suffrage 1909.
1922 Lithuania
1922 Republic of  As the Irish Free State in 1922, law adopted from 
  Ireland  British law having been part of the United 
   Kingdom. Law subsequently carried over during 
   changes in constitutional status in 1937 and 
   1949.
1923 Romania
1931 Sri Lanka  Indian Tamils disenfranchised 1949.
  (as Ceylon)
1931 Spain Male suffrage over twenty-three. In 1933: 
   Universal (for both male and female) suffrage. 
   Revoked during Franco era, 1939–1975.
1932 Brazil
1934 Turkey
1935 Burma Last free elections held in 1990.
1944 France Universal male suffrage enacted in 1792, for 
   the National Convention, enacted in 1793 and 
   1848, but restricted as to length of residence in 
   1851; reintroduced in 1852.
1945 Italy Universal male suffrage 1912 for people thirty or 
   older, 1918 for people twenty-one or older.
1945 Japan Universal male suffrage 1926.
1947 Republic of China  Universal suffrage under the Constitution of the
  (now Taiwan)  Republic of China.

(continued )



Table I.1. (continued )

Year Country/Territory Notes

1948 Israel Universal suffrage since independence.
1948 South Korea
1948 Belgium
1950 India As part of Constitution of India.
1951 Argentina Universal male suffrage 1912.
1952 Greece Universal male suffrage 1864; women permitted 
   to vote in local elections 1930.
1955 Malaysia The victory of Union Party convinces the British 
   to grant Malaysia’s independence in 1957.
1956 Colombia
1963 Iran Reforms under Shah’s “White Revolution.”
1964 Afghanistan Constitution transformed Afghanistan into a 
   modern democracy.
1965 Australia A murky constitutional history regarding the 
   voting rights of Aboriginals of Australia 
   was clarified and ratified at the federal 
   government level and in subsequent state 
   governments in the following years—see 
   Human Rights in Australia for more.
1971 Switzerland Introduction of women’s suffrage at the federal 
   level; for cantonal elections this was not 
   completed until 1990.
1976 Portugal
1979 European 
  Community 
  (now European 
  Union)
1984 Liechtenstein
1990 Samoa
1994 South Africa White women’s suffrage in 1930.
2002 Bahrain Universal male suffrage in 1973, although 
   parliament was suspended and dissolved in 
   1975 for approximately thirty years.
2003 Oman
2005 Kuwait Universal adult male suffrage since 1962, for 
   citizens who are twenty-one or older, with the 
   exception of those who, at the time of elections, 
   serve in the armed forces and citizens who 
   have been naturalized for fewer than thirty 
   years. Note: As of 2005, women who satisfy the 
   age and citizenship requirements are allowed to 
   vote provided both men and women vote in 
   separate polling locations.
2006–2010 U.A.E. Limited, will be fully expanded by 2010.
2007 Qatar

Source: Wikipedia, available at: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universal_suffrage



The first women’s suffrage (with the same property qualifications as for 
men) was granted in New Jersey in 1776 (the word “inhabitants” was used 
instead of “men”) and rescinded in 1807. Various other countries and states 
granted restricted women’s suffrage in the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, starting with South Australia in 1894.

The first unrestricted women’s suffrage in terms of voting rights (women 
were not initially permitted to stand for election) in a major country was 
granted in New Zealand.

The first to grant women’s suffrage and also allow women to stand for 
parliament was South Australia, in 1894.

The term democracy was coined in ancient Athens in the fifth century BCE. 
Athens is generally seen as the earliest example of a system corresponding 
to some of the modern notions of democratic rule. But only a minority had 
the right to vote: women, slaves, and foreigners were excluded. Only an esti-
mated 16 percent of the total population had the right to vote (male Greek citi-
zens). Freedom House reports that there was not a single liberal democracy 
with universal suffrage in the world in 1900. In 2007, there were 121 electoral 
democracies in the world, out of which 90 were liberal democracies.1 As one 
reads this book, and any other literature on elections, it is important to have 
in mind that while democracy cannot exist without elections, democracy is 
more than the mere holding of elections.

Today age, and in some jurisdictions previous crimes, are the only restric-
tions that are compatible with the definition of modern democracy. Some 
areas, such as the European Union (EU), have developed policies that grant 
voting rights to citizens of other countries, both EU nationals and non-EU 
nationals. In a 1986 report to the European Parliament, the European Com-
mission called for allowing all European Community nationals to vote in 
local elections where they live, regardless of citizenship. Subsequently the 
Maastricht Treaty (1992) granted all EU citizens who reside in another 
member state the right to vote and run for office in elections at the local 
level. Although the states that signed the Maastricht Treaty amended their 
constitutions to give voting rights to EU nationals, every state was able to add 
derogation provisions. Each state has the right to determine its own residency 
requirements for the purpose of enabling EU nationals to vote or stand for 
election in European or municipal elections. France limited access to some 
public posts (such as mayor) and the 1994 Directive contained a derogation 
provision that stated that for member states where the proportion of voting 
age EU citizens residing there (but who are not its own nationals) exceeds 
20 percent of the total electorate, the state may require a minimum period of 
residence. Only Luxembourg restricts the right to vote to non-national citi-
zens of the Union who have resided in its territory for six of the past seven 
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years before registration. This is because it has 28.7 percent non-national 
citizens of the Union who are of voting age out of the total number of voters 
in Luxembourg and the derogation was justified. 

EU member states that grant electoral rights to non-EU nationals include 
Ireland (1963), Sweden (1975), Denmark (1981), Finland (1976), and the 
Netherlands (1985). These countries have been granting electoral rights to 
foreigners as far back as thirty years before the signing of the Maastricht 
Treaty. Furthermore, Spain (1978) and Portugal (1976) grant voting rights to 
certain foreign nationals on conditions of reciprocity or to certain nationali-
ties; the United Kingdom, since 1949, allows Commonwealth citizens to par-
ticipate in elections at the local level. In Estonia lawful resident non-citizens 
cannot participate in national elections, but they can vote in local elections 
(though only Estonian citizens can stand as candidates). The right to vote in 
local elections is granted to all lawful residents irrespective of their country 
of origin provided that they have lived in the territory of the local community 
for at least five years.

Elections can be used by totalitarian regimes to give a false sense of 
democracy, for example, 1960s right-wing military dictatorships in South 
America, the USSR until 1991, and China today.

In the chapters that follow we answer on a country by country basis the 
questions posed in the preface to this volume.

NOTE

1. Source: Freedom House. Freedom in the World Survey, available at: www.
freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=395

xiv Introduction
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Canada is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary system of govern-
ment. Its federal Parliament consists of the sovereign (the governor general), 
the Senate (whose members are appointed by the governor general on the 
recommendation of the prime minister), and the House of Commons (whose 
members are elected by the citizens of Canada through federal general elec-
tions every five years).

Canada has a “first-past-the-post” (also called “single-member plurality”) 
electoral system. This means that the candidate with the most votes in each 
electoral district wins a seat in the House of Commons and represents the 
district as a member of Parliament (MP).

Representation in the House of Commons is based on electoral districts 
(also known as constituencies or ridings), with each district electing one 
member to the House of Commons. The number of districts is determined 
through a formula set out in the Canadian Constitution and boundaries are 
established by independent commissions on the basis of population and so-
cial and economic links. New commissions are set up every ten years after 
a population census to make any necessary revisions to existing boundaries, 
following criteria defined in the Electoral Boundaries Readjustment Act. 
The current number of districts is 301 as set by the Representation Order of 
1996.

In each electoral district, any number of candidates may run for election, 
but they can do so in one electoral district only. Candidates can either be 
endorsed by a registered or eligible political party (a party can endorse only 
one candidate per riding) or they can run independently, in which case they 
are designated as “independent” or as having “no affiliation.”

Chapter One

Canada



4 Chapter One

WHO CAN VOTE?

The first Canadian election was held in 1867. Only 11 percent of the total 
population was qualified to vote at that time and consisted exclusively of white 
males with property.2 In those early elections, the right to vote and to be a 
candidate in a federal election was restricted to males over the age of twenty-
one who met certain property qualifications. Women, Aboriginal people, and 
members of certain religious denominations were not allowed to vote.

During the late 1800s, the franchise laws of individual provinces, rather 
than federal laws, determined who had the right to vote. In 1885, the Cana-
dian Parliament established a federal franchise, based on property ownership 
and in some parts of the country, aboriginal people were given the right to 
vote.

In 1948, property qualifications, still in use in Quebec, were abolished; 
also the right to vote was extended to Canadians of Asian origin. In 1960, 
aboriginals with “registered Indian status” were permitted to vote in federal 
elections.

In 1982, the new Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms embedded in 
the Constitution the right of all citizens to vote and be a candidate for elec-
tion. The Charter led to the lifting of the prohibition on federally appointed 
judges to cast votes in federal elections in 1988.

Women

Before Confederation in 1867, women had the right to vote in Upper Canada 
(called Ontario after 1867).3 In Lower Canada (Quebec), women, particularly 
widows who were likely to have the necessary property qualifications for the 
franchise, widely exercised their right to vote. However, they were disenfran-
chised in 1832.

In 1917, the right to vote was extended to all British subjects, male or 
female, who were active or retired members of the armed forces. All women 
twenty-one years of age and over became eligible to vote federally on May 
24, 1918. Manitoba was the first province to extend the vote to women (1916) 
and Quebec was the last one (1941). In 1919, women also became eligible for 
election to the House of Commons. Thus, in 1921, women were able to vote 
and run as candidates for federal election for the first time.

In Canada, there are no constitutional election laws or regulation quotas for 
women in the national parliament; however, there are quotas for women in 
political parties.4 The New Democratic Party (NDP), in 1985, adopted to have 
the target rate of 50 percent women candidates at federal elections. Canada 
has also adopted and enforces a policy to have at least one woman competing 



 Canada 5

at the nomination stage in every federal district. In 1993, the Liberal Party of 
Canada (LPC) adopted to elect 25 percent women.

Minorities

The right to vote in Canadian federal elections was given to many Aboriginal 
people relatively recently. Inuit people received the right to vote in 1950. It 
was only in 1960 that First Nations people living on reserves acquired the 
right to vote at the federal level without having to give up their status under 
the Indian Act.

Voting Age

In 1970, the voting age and the age of candidacy were lowered from twenty-
one to eighteen with a revised Canada Elections Act. Today all Canadian 
citizens at least eighteen years of age on election day are eligible to vote, with 
a few exceptions.

Felons

Canadians who on polling day are in a correctional institution or a federal 
penitentiary in Canada may vote by special ballot in a federal election or ref-
erendum regardless of the length of their sentences.5 This was ruled in 2002 
by a Supreme Court decision.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Canadians vote in federal, municipal, and provincial elections. From within 
the federal Parliament, they elect only the members of the House of Com-
mons. Senate members are appointed.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

Canada has a non-partisan agency responsible for the conduct of federal 
elections, by-elections, and referendums: Elections Canada. It is headed by 
the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada, which was created in 1920 with a new 
Dominion Elections Act. The election officers must be politically neutral and 
all election workers must take an oath that they will uphold voters’ rights, 
the secrecy of the vote, and perform their duties without favoritism. Every 
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candidate that runs for election can have representatives present on election 
day during both the voting and the counting of the votes to monitor that these 
proceedings are conducted fairly.

Canada also has a national register of electors, which is a computerized 
database of Canadians who are qualified to vote. It is used to produce the 
preliminary voter lists for a general election, by-election, or referendum. It is 
updated with data from the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency, Citizen-
ship and Immigration Canada, provincial and territorial registrars of motor 
vehicles and vital statistics (deaths), and electoral agencies in British Colum-
bia and Quebec (which have permanent voter lists). Also used are voter lists 
from certain provincial and territorial elections.

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory.1 There are a number of ways to vote in Canada. 
Voters can cast their votes at the ordinary polls on election day, at an advance 
poll or at a mobile poll, or by special ballot (at the office of the returning of-
ficer or through the mail).

Electronic voting (e-voting) is also available. Ontario, from November 
5–10, 2003, held the first full municipal and school board electronic elec-
tions in North America using either the Internet or the phone but no paper 
ballots.6 Electors voted for mayor, deputy mayor, assistant deputy mayor, 
ward councilors, and school board members. The registered voters, about 
100,000, received a Voter Identification Number and a password to vote by 
Internet or touch-tone telephone. The Administration and Cost of Elections 
Project (ACE) reports that the e-voting helped increase turnout to 55 percent 
in some places where normal municipal election rates ranged from 25 to 30 
percent. After the elections, the Ontario Secretariat for Democratic Renewal 
was created to work on proposals for a reform of the Ontario electoral process 
including making the Internet a voting option.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Canada has a system of regulation for the financing of elections. The body 
responsible for the administration and enforcement of these regulations is 
Elections Canada.

The 1974 Election Expenses Act, which was intended to equalize the 
chances of parties and candidates as well as to encourage active citizen in-
volvement in the political process through financial contributions, introduced 
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spending limits for registered parties and candidates, and required parties and 
candidates to report their spending and revenues.7 The Act also introduced 
public funding through income tax credits for political contributions and post-
election reimbursements to qualifying parties and candidates and established 
the position of the Commissioner of Canada Elections, who is responsible for 
ensuring that the Canada Elections Act is complied with and enforced. The 
Commissioner is selected and appointed by the Chief Electoral Officer.

Recent changes in the regulations on the financing of elections are in Bill 
C-24, An Act to Amend the Canada Elections Act and the Income Tax Act 
(political financing). It received royal assent and most of its provisions came 
into effect on January 1, 2004.8 This Act bans, with minor exceptions, politi-
cal donations by corporations and trade unions, and limits contributions by 
individuals. Among other things, the Act provides for quarterly allowances to 
be paid to qualifying registered political parties, and increases the tax credits 
for political contributions.

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of 
Income, and Disclosure Provisions

Political parties have to disclose contributions received. There is no ceiling on 
contributions to political parties and there is no ceiling on how much a party 
can raise.9 However, there are certain bans on donations to political parties. 
Besides the bans introduced by the Act to amend the Canada Elections Act 
and the Income Tax Act, there is also a ban on foreign donations to political 
parties and anonymous donations to political parties.10

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

There is a provision for public disclosure of expenditures by political parties 
and there is a ceiling on party election expenditures.11 According to the Can-
ada Elections Act [C.E.A., s. 422(1)], the maximum amount that is allowed 
for election expenses of a registered party for an election is the product of:12

•  $0.62 multiplied by the number of names on the preliminary lists of elec-
tors for electoral districts in which the registered party has endorsed a can-
didate or by the number of names on the revised lists of electors for those 
electoral districts, whichever is greater; and

•  the inflation adjustment factor published by the Chief Electoral Officer that 
is in effect on the date of the issue of the writs for the election.

There are also limits on the expenditures by candidates. As stipulated by 
the Canada Elections Act [C.E.A., s. 441(1), 441(2), 441(3), 441(4)-(9)], the 
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base amount of a candidate’s election expenses in an electoral district is the 
higher of either the amount calculated on the basis of the preliminary lists of 
electors for the electoral district or the amount calculated on the basis of the 
revised lists of electors for the electoral district. 

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Recent changes in public funding have been introduced through Bill C-24 
[Act to Amend the Canada Elections Act and the Income Tax Act (Politi-
cal Funding)], which came into force on January 1, 2004. Parties in Canada 
receive direct public funding, which is available during the election period 
only. Its purpose is for general party administration and election campaign 
activities. This funding is allocated on the basis of the number of candidates 
put forward in a given election. 

Indirect public funding, in the form of free media access as stipulated by 
the Broadcasting Act, is also available to political parties in the period begin-
ning on the issue of the writs for a general election and ending at midnight on 
the day before polling day. 

While parties do not have a special taxation status, donors to parties receive 
tax relief through tax credit receipts for their contributions. 

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

The data shows that in 1945, 1949, 1958, 1963, 1965, and 1972, 70 percent or 
more of those of voting age opted to exercise their right to vote. In 1997 and 
2000 the lowest percentage of those of voting age (57 and 54.6, respectively) 
took part in the electoral process.

NOTES

1. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

2. Elections Canada. History of the Vote, available at: www.elections.ca/content
.asp?section=gen&document=didyou&dir=his&lang=e&textonly=false; Inter-
Parliamentary Union, “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/english/home
.htm.

3. Elections Canada. Evolution of the Federal Vote, available at: www.elections
.ca/content.asp?section=gen&document=evolution&dir=ces&lang=e&anchor=1&
textonly=false#1.

4. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org.
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 5. Elections Canada. Voting by Incarcerated Electors, available at: www.elections
.ca/content.asp?section=gen&document=ec90545&dir=bkg&lang=e&textonly=false.

 6. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE). Focus on . . . E-Voting, 
available at: focus.at.org/e-voting/countries.

 7. Jean-Pierre Kingsley (2003). Bill C-24: Presentation to the Standing Com-
mittee on Procedure and House Affairs, available at: www.elections.ca/content.asp
?section=med&document=apr0803&dir=spe&lang=e&textonly=false.

 8. Elections Canada. 2003 Electoral Reform – Political Financing, available 
at: www.elections.ca/content.asp?section=loi&document=index&dir=re3&lang=e&
textonly=false.

 9. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/.

10. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/.

11. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/.

12. Compendium of Election Administration in Canada. Election Financing: Elec-
tion Expenses, available at: www.elections.ca/loi/com2002/Election/ele02_e.html.

13. Compendium of Election Administration in Canada. Election Financing: Elec-
tion Expenses, available at: www.elections.ca/loi/com2002/Election/ele02_e.html.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The United States (U.S.) is a federation with a presidential system of govern-
ment. Its federal legislature is a bicameral Congress, consisting of the Senate 
and the House of Representatives. The Senate has one hundred members that 
serve six-year terms. Each state has two popularly elected senators in Con-
gress (regardless of state population size), according to a first-past-the-post 
system. No state’s two senators are elected in the same election year. One 
third of the Senate is elected every two years.

The number of seats in the House of Representatives is 435 since 1912 and 
is determined by law. Each state is entitled to at least one seat in the House. 
The total number of seats per state are determined through the “Huntington-
Hill” formula on the basis of population figures from the decennial census. 
House members serve two-year terms and are elected by popular vote in 
single-seat districts, according to the first-past-the-post system. The 435 rep-
resentatives are voting members. American Samoa, the District of Columbia, 
Guam, and the United States Virgin Islands send non-voting delegates to the 
House; Puerto Rico sends a non-voting resident commissioner who serves a 
four-year term; and the Northern Mariana Islands are not represented.

Unlike members of Congress, the president of the United States is not 
elected through popular vote, but rather through the indirect method of 
popular election known as the Electoral College system. Before presidential 
elections, political parties in every state create lists of potential electors who 
pledge to vote for the party’s candidate. A state’s number of Electoral Col-
lege votes equals the number of the state’s congressional delegation. The 
District of Columbia has three electoral votes. During presidential elections, 
held in November every four years, the winner of the popular vote in each 
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state receives that state’s number of Electoral College votes. The winner of 
presidential elections is the candidate who receives the majority of the votes 
of the Electoral College.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

In 1848 Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott organized the first wom-
en’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York, and launched the women’s 
suffrage movement in the United States. Beginning in 1838, Kentucky al-
lowed women to vote in school elections. In 1869 the Wyoming Territory 
gave women suffrage rights on an equal basis with men and in 1887, Kansas 
granted women unlimited rights to vote in municipal elections. Progress 
continued, albeit slowly, with only ten additional states joining Wyoming by 
1914. By the end of 1918, women had full suffrage rights in a total of fifteen 
of the forty-eight states then in the Union. The suffrage movement culminated 
in 1920 when the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion made American women eligible to vote in all local, state, and federal 
elections.1

Minorities

The right to vote was technically extended to African Americans in 1868 
with the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, which provided a broad 
definition of citizenship, and was effectively enforced with the passage of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964. One year later, the Voting Rights Act was adopted 
at a time when African Americans were substantially disfranchised in many 
Southern states. The Voting Rights Act codifies and effectuates the Fifteenth 
Amendment’s permanent guarantee that no person shall be denied the right 
to vote on the basis of race or color. The Act came into being after Congress 
determined that the existing federal anti-discrimination laws were not suffi-
cient to help overcome the resistance by state officials to the enforcement of 
the 15th Amendment. The Act was extended in 1970, 1975, 1982 and 2006.

Section 4 of the Act ended the use of literacy requirements for voting in Al-
abama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Virginia as well 
as in many counties of North Carolina, where voter registration or turnout 
in the 1964 presidential election was less than 50 percent of the voting-age 
population. Under Section 5 of the Act, voting changes were not legally en-
forceable in these jurisdictions until approved either by a three-judge court in 
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the District of Columbia or by the U. S. Attorney General. The Voting Rights 
Act also authorized the attorney general to appoint federal voting examiners 
who could be sent into jurisdictions covered by the Act to ensure that legally 
qualified persons were free to register for local, state, and federal elections, 
or to assign federal observers to oversee the conduct of elections.

Voting Age

All citizens at least eighteen years of age are eligible to vote.

Felons

Felon voting rights vary widely by state. Only two states—Maine and 
Vermont—allow inmates to vote. The District of Columbia and forty-eight 
states prohibit inmates from voting while incarcerated for a felony offense; 
thirty-five states prohibit felons from voting while they are on parole and 
thirty of these states exclude felony probationers as well.2 Two states deny 
the right to vote to all ex-offenders who have completed their sentences; nine 
other states disenfranchise certain categories of ex-offenders and/or permit 
application for restoration of rights for specified offenses after a waiting 
period. Furthermore, each state has its own process of restoring voting rights 
to ex-offenders.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

The elected offices in the United States at the federal level are those of 
president and vice president and members of Congress (Senate and House of 
Representatives).

At the state level, the Secretary of State in thirty-eight states is elected 
at the general election, usually for a four-year term.3 The Secretary of State 
is appointed in nine states; the Secretary of the District of Columbia is ap-
pointed as well. In three other states (Maine, New Hampshire, and Tennes-
see), the Secretary of State is elected by the state legislature.4

At the local level, cities, towns, and counties hold elections to choose offi-
cials for their legislative and executive branches. Furthermore, some judicial 
officers may be elected at the local level, but these courts handle small-claims 
issues or local ordinances for minor matters. Mayors, city council members, 
county commissioners, and the like are elected at the local level. The duration 
of the mandate of these officials varies by state.
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The United States has a highly decentralized election administration system. 
Elections are administered at the state and local level, and the federal gov-
ernment had not historically provided federal funds to state and local juris-
dictions for the administration of elections nor set any standards for voting 
systems. The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) of 2002 drastically changed 
this. It created the Election Assistance Commission (EAC), a bipartisan body, 
which acts as a clearinghouse for information and recommends best practices 
in election administration. It also distributed to the states federal funds for the 
replacement of outdated voting equipment and set requirements for voting 
systems (voting systems must provide for: error correction by voters, manual 
auditing, accessibility, alternative languages, and for maintaining voter pri-
vacy and ballot confidentiality).5

VOTING

Voting in the U.S. is not compulsory. Balloting takes place through one of 
three types of voting. Ballots can be cast on election day in person in the 
precinct where a voter is registered, which is referred to as precinct voting. 
Under HAVA, voters whose names are not listed in the list of eligible voters 
for a particular polling place, but who believe they should be listed there, are 
allowed to cast a provisional ballot whose validity is later established.

Ballots can be cast before election day through the early voting system 
and through absentee voting. About half the states (twenty-three states) offer 
some sort of early voting.6 Early voting differs from absentee voting in that 
voters may visit an election official’s office or other designated voting loca-
tions (such as stores or community centers) and cast a vote in person—the 
early in-person voting—without having to provide an excuse for not being 
able to vote on election day. Absentee voting is conducted by mail-in paper 
ballot before the day of the election. All states offer some version of absentee 
voting, but there is quite a lot of variation in states’ procedures for absentee 
voting: some states offer “no-excuse” absentee voting, which permits reg-
istered voters to vote absentee without having to provide a reason for their 
desire to vote absentee while other states allow voters to vote absentee only 
under a limited set of circumstances.

Vote-by-mail (VBM) is a system in which all voters receive and cast their 
ballots via regular mail. Vote-by-mail has been used in Oregon for all elec-
tions since 1998 and in some local elections in California.
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A recent development in the process of casting ballots in the United States 
has been the use of vote centers. Vote centers are non-precinct based locations 
for voting on election day, where any registered voter in the political subdivi-
sion holding the election may vote, regardless of the precinct in which the voter 
resides. Among the arguments for vote centers is that they allow election offi-
cials to reduce the number of polling places to a smaller and more manageable 
number of sites; provide for a more efficient election administration with cost 
savings stemming from the use of fewer election workers and fewer election 
supplies; focus poll worker recruitment on experienced and more qualified 
personnel; and also provide additional convenience for voters, which can lead 
to an increased turnout on election day.7 Colorado’s Larimer County was the 
pioneer of the vote center model, which has been used there for the 2003 Co-
ordinated Election, both the Primary and General Elections in 2004, the 2005 
Coordinated Election, and both the Primary and General Elections in 2006.

Provisions also exist to facilitate military and overseas voting. The Uni-
formed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act (UOCAVA) of 1986 was 
passed by Congress to help ensure that eligible members of the armed forces 
and their families as well as other citizens overseas, can cast a ballot. The Act 
requires each state to have an office that provides information on voter regis-
tration and absentee voting procedures for military and other voters overseas. 
Furthermore, the Department of Defense launched a new site in September 
2006—the Integrated Voting Alternative Site (IVAS)—aimed to provide 
information on electronic voting options for service members and other U.S. 
citizens living overseas.8 Every state has different laws regarding the use of 
electronic transmission with respect to absentee voting materials, but IVAS 
gave the alternatives of faxing or emailing of the Federal Post Card Applica-
tion (FPCA) for Registration, the FPCA for Ballot Request, the Blank Ballot 
to citizens, the return of the Voted Ballot, and fax-to-email conversion of the 
above via the Department of Defense Electronic Transmission Service. In ad-
dition to the IVAS, a cadre of voting assistance officers (VAOs) assigned to 
every military command was created to assist with voting and to disseminate 
accurate and nonpartisan voting information.9

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

The Federal Election Commission (FEC) regulates money raised and spent by 
federal candidates, political parties, and political committees. States regulate 
state level activity.



16 Chapter Two

Party Income and Expenditures: Ceilings, 
Bans on Sources of Income, and Disclosure Provisions

The U.S. Congress passed the Federal Election Campaign Act (FECA) in 
1971, which requires full, detailed reporting of campaign contributions and 
expenditures by all federal candidates, including presidential candidates. The 
FECA requires candidate and party committees as well as Political Action 
Committees (PACs) to periodically file reports that disclose the money they 
raise and spend.

Foreign and corporate donations as well as donations from government 
contractors are banned.

Table 2.1. National Voter Turnout in U.S. Federal Elections, 1960–2006

Federal Elections for Congress

 Voting Age  Turnout of Voting Age
Year Population Registration Population %

1960 109,159,000 64,833,096 63
1962 112,423,000 65,393,751 47.3
1964 114,090,000 73,715,818 62
1966 116,132,000 76,288,283 48.4
1968 120,328,186 81,658,180 61
1970 124,498,000 82,496,747 46.6
1972 140,776,000 97,328,541 55.2
1974 146,336,000 96,199,020 38.2
1976 152,309,190 105,037,986 53.5
1978 158,373,000 103,291,265 37.2
1980 164,597,000 113,043,734 52.5
1982 169,938,000 110,671,225 39.8
1984 174,466,000 124,150,614 53.1
1986 178,566,000 118,399,984 36.4
1988 182,778,000 126,379,628 50.1
1990 185,812,000 121,105,630 36.5
1992 189,529,000 133,821,178 55.1
1994 193,650,000 130,292,822 38.8
1996 196,511,000 146,211,960 49.1
1998 200,929,000 141,850,558 36.4
2000 205,815,000 156,421,311 52.3
2002 215,473,000 150,990,598 37
2004 221,256,931 174,800,000 55.3
2006 220,600,000 135,889,600 43.6

Source: Federal Election Commission. Data drawn from Congressional Research Service reports, Elec-
tion Data Services Inc., and State Election Offices
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Direct and Indirect Public Funding

The FEC administers public funding available to candidates in federal elec-
tions. The public funding grants aim to reduce the role of large private con-
tributions in presidential elections. Candidates who take public money in the 
general election must forgo fundraising. Every presidential election since 
1976 has been financed with public funds.

Indirect public funding such as free media access is not available in the 
United States.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout for federal congressional elections has fluctuated in the past seventy 
years from a high of 63 percent in 1960, to about 52 percent in 1980, to 36 per-
cent in 1990 and then again up to about 52 percent in 2000 (see Table 2.1).

NOTES

1. Akhil Reed Amar (2005). “How Women Won the Vote.” The Wilson Quarterly, 
Vol. 29:3, pp. 30–35.

2. The Sentencing Project (2007). Felony Disenfranchisement Laws in the United 
States, available at: www.sentencingproject.org.

3. National Association of Secretaries of State, available at: nass.org/index
.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=89&Itemid=223.

4. National Association of Secretaries of State, available at: nass.org/index
.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=89&Itemid=223.

5. Kevin Coleman and Eric Fischer (September 4, 2007). Elections Reform: Over-
view and Issues. CRS Report for Congress, available at: fpc.state.gov/documents/
organization/94356.pdf.

6. National Conference of State Legislatures (2004). Absentee and Early Voting, 
available at: www.ncsl.org/programs/legismgt/elect/absentearly.htm#early.

7. Larimer County, Colorado. Benefits of the Vote Center Model, available at: 
www.co.larimer.co.us/elections/votecenters_benefits.htm.

8. Sara Wood (August 25, 2006). “Web Site to Outline Voting Options for Troops 
Overseas.” Veterans News and Information Service, available at: www.vnis.com/
story.cfm?textnewsid=2101.

9. Jim Fisher-Thompson (November 3, 2006). “U.S. Military Takes Major Steps to 
Facilitate Voting by Troops; Computers, e-mail, express mail used for U.S. midterm 
elections.” Federal Information and News Dispatch, available at: LexisNexis.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Argentina is a presidential democracy. The country returned to elected civil-
ian rule in 1983, after seven years of a far-right military regime. The presi-
dent, who is chief of state and head of government, is directly elected for a 
four-year term by universal adult suffrage. Argentina’s National Congress 
(Congreso de la nación) is bicameral and consists of the Chamber of Deputies 
(Cámara de Diputados) and the Senate. The Chamber of Deputies has 257 
directly elected members for four-year terms by proportional representation, 
with half of the seats renewed every two years. The seventy-two members 
of the Senate are directly elected in twenty-five three-seat electoral districts 
(twenty-four provinces and the city of Buenos Aires) for a six-year term, with 
one-third renewed every two years. Two of each district’s Senate seats are 
awarded to the most-voted party and one to the second-largest party.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Elections in Argentina before the passage of the Saenz Peña Law in 1912 
were for the elites, mainly the landed oligarchy.1 The Saenz Peña Law estab-
lished universal, secret, and obligatory male suffrage and the creation of an 
electoral list (Padrón Electoral).

Women

In 1947, Argentina extended suffrage to women.

Chapter Three

Argentina
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Minorities

About 3 percent of Argentina’s population is Mestizo, Amerindian, or other 
nonwhite groups.2 There is an absence of information on the extent of their 
participation in public affairs generally and voting specifically.3

Voting Age

The voting age is eighteen.

Felons

Argentina has a complete ban on inmate voting.4

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elections are held for president and members of the National Congress. In 
addition, governors, municipal mayors, and local authorities are elected ac-
cording to their provincial or municipal constitutions.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The administration of elections is carried out by several authorities, some of 
which are set up temporarily. The authority responsible for the conduct of 
national elections and the resolution of election disputes is the National Elec-
toral Court (Justicia Nacional Electoral).5 It consists of twenty-four federal 
judges with competence in every one of the electoral districts in which the 
country is divided: the twenty-three provinces and the city of Buenos Aires. It 
also consists of a Court of Appeals—the National Electoral Chamber—which 
exerts its jurisdiction throughout the country and which is the highest author-
ity in this area.

Another entity involved in the administration of elections is the Ministry of 
the Interior. It has a National Elections Directorate, which is responsible for 
activities such as the maintenance of the electoral register and the program-
ming, organizing, and executing of the preliminary vote count during national 
elections.6

The electoral juntas, or electoral commissions, are temporary administra-
tive bodies which form sixty days prior to each election to answer questions 
pertaining to the administration of the elections, determining the reasons for 
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validating or nullifying elections, and announcing the elected candidates.7 
They are integrated with the federal electoral judge and other magistrates of 
the judicial branch and their decisions can be appealed before the National 
Electoral Chamber.

VOTING

Voting in Argentina is compulsory for people between the ages of eighteen 
and seventy. This measure was introduced in 1912. For Argentineans who 
reside abroad, voting is not compulsory.8

Voters can only cast ballots in precincts where their name is on the regis-
tration list. They must present their national ID card, which is verified by the 
polling place authorities. The authorities place a mark on the ID documents 
that the citizen has voted and also place a mark on the voter rolls. After veri-
fying their registration and identity, voters are given an envelope in which 
they can place their ballot. They are invited to step into the voting booths 
where they can place their ballot of preference. They seal the envelope and 
deposit it in the voting urn.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

There is no ceiling on how much a party can raise overall.9 But there is a 
ceiling on how much a party can receive from each donor. Per year, politi-
cal parties cannot receive contributions and donations greater than 1 percent 
of the total of the expenditures allowed for an organization, institution, or 
company and not more than 0.5 percent in the case of an individual. There 
is a ban on foreign, corporate, and anonymous donations to political parties. 
Parties also cannot accept contributions from gambling activities or donations 
from individuals who are obliged to make a contribution by their superiors or 
employers. Political parties have to disclose contributions received.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Party spending has to be disclosed and parties have to comply with a ceiling on 
expenditures per election cycle consisting of about $1.3 per registered voter.
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Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties are entitled to direct public funding both during the election period 
and in between elections for use in party administration activities and cam-
paign activities. Public funding is based on previous performance in elections. 
Indirect public funding is also available. The properties and activities of all 
official parties are exempt from taxes. Equal radio time is given by the state 
to all official political parties; and donors receive tax deductions if donations 
are given to the Permanent Parties Fund (Fondo Partidario Permanente), but 
not if donations are given to the parties themselves.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Voter turnout in Argentina has been declining among registered voters since 
the 1990s despite its compulsory character (see Table 3.1).

NOTES

1. Historical Text Archive. Argentina 1912–1930, available at: www.historical
textarchive.com/sections.php?op=viewarticle&artid=765.

2. United States Department of State. Background Note: Argentina, available at: 
www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/26516.htm.

3. Universal Human Rights Index of United Nations Documents. Argentina, avail-
able at: www.universalhumanrightsindex.org/en/index.html.

4. ProCon.org. International Disenfranchisement Review, available at: www
.felonvotingprocon.org/pop/internationaldisenfranchisements.htm.

5. Poder Judicial de la Nacion. Preguntas sobre el proceso electoral, available at: 
www.pjn.gov.ar/infoTOC_std.php?kn=K1220&rubro=PREG_FRE.

6. Argentinean Ministry of Internal Affairs. National Elections Directorate. Objec-
tives, available at: www.mininterior.gov.ar/elecciones/institucional/objetivos.asp.

7. Poder Judicial de la Nacion. Preguntas sobre el proceso electoral, available at: 
www.pjn.gov.ar/infoTOC_std.php?kn=K1220&rubro=PREG_FRE.

8. Argentinean Ministry of Internal Affairs. National Elections Directorate. Fre-
quent questions, available at: www.mininterior.gov.ar/elecciones/preguntas.asp#p2.

9. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index/cfm.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Brazil is a federative, presidential republic. The president is elected every 
four years. Brazil’s National Congress (Congresso Nacional) has two cham-
bers. The Chamber of Deputies (Câmara dos Deputados) has 513 members, 
elected for a four-year term by proportional representation and the Federal 
Senate (Senado Federal), which has eighty-one members elected for an 
eight-year term, with elections every four years for alternately one-third and 
two-thirds of the seats.1

Brazil’s first republic was established in 1889. A Constituent Assembly 
drafted a new constitution, which was adopted in February 1891. Brazil’s 
constitution eliminated the monarchy and established a federal republic, 
which replaced a parliament of senators appointed for life with an elected 
congress consisting of a house and senate. It also provided for an independent 
judiciary and an executive branch headed by an elected president. During 
the first five years of the republic, Brazil was a military dictatorship, but in 
1894 Brazil’s first civilian president was elected during the republic’s first 
elections.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women were initially enfranchised at the state level. In 1927, in Rio Grande 
do Norte, state election laws were amended giving women the right to vote.2 
Women received the right to vote throughout the country in 1934.3 By 1994 

Chapter Four
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women constituted nearly half of the electorate. In 1996 the Congress adopted 
a quota system (20 percent) for female candidates for city council and in 1997 
it extended the mechanism to the 1998 general elections.4

In 1995, Brazil introduced a law requiring a 20 percent quota for women 
at the local government level, which two years later was raised to 30 percent 
to be effective in 2000.5 Furthermore, in 1997, a law requiring a 25 percent 
quota for women for state assemblies and the Federal Chamber was passed 
and intended to apply to the 1998 election.6 This law also posits that the quota 
increase to 30 percent for all elections including municipalities from 2000 on-
ward. There are sanctions for not meeting the requirements. Candidates of the 
over-represented sex can be removed (but not replaced by candidates of the 
under-represented sex). But this only applies if the party submits candidates 
of the stipulated maximum per constituency.

Minorities

The indigenous peoples of Brazil face no restrictions in terms of voting.7 
But, if the indigenous community collectively decides not to vote, which is 
compulsory, the decision prevails over the obligatory voting legislation since 
the indigenous communities have the constitutional right to live according to 
their traditions and customs.8

An Indian can be a candidate, since s/he is a citizen with full rights. To 
be a citizen, however, there are some restrictions, such as knowledge of the 
Portuguese language, for some positions. If these requirements are fulfilled, 
one can be a candidate since one is a citizen with full rights.

Voting Age

The 1988 constitution lowered the voting age, permitting sixteen- and seventeen-
year-olds to vote on a voluntary basis. Voting by the illiterate and those aged 
over seventy is also voluntary. However, electoral enrollment and voting are 
mandatory for all literate citizens between the ages of eighteen and seventy.

Felons

Imprisonment disqualifies one from voting in Brazil.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Brazilians can vote in presidential, congressional, and state elections, as well 
as municipal elections. The president, governors, and mayors are elected by 
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absolute majorities. If no candidate for these positions receives an absolute 
majority in the first round, a runoff is required between the top two can-
didates.9 The president, governors, and mayors have their respective vice 
president, vice governors, and vice mayors, who are elected on unified slates. 
Senators are elected by simple majorities.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Superior Electoral Court (Tribunal Superior Eleitoral, TSE) is responsible 
for presidential and senatorial elections as well as those for representatives, 
and state and local offices. This is an independent body consisting of seven 
members. Five of them are chosen through elections; three of them are judges 
selected from among the Superior Federal Court and two are judges from the 
Superior Court of Justice.10 Two judges are nominated by the president.

According to the Constitution, every state has a Federal Regional Electoral 
Tribunal (TSE). The TSE, along with the Regional Electoral Courts, judges, 
and electoral juntas (councils) are responsible for applying Brazil’s electoral 
laws.11 The activities of the electoral judges and courts consist of registering 
political parties and controlling their revenue, fixing the date of elections, and 
prosecuting and judging electoral crimes.12

VOTING

In Brazil, voting is mandatory. Brazilian citizens who would like to be ex-
cused from voting must complete an “electoral justification” and submit it to 
an electoral judge in the designated voting district.13 Failure to register to vote 
once reaching the age of eighteen subjects one to payment of a fine as well 
as other sanctions including not being able to get a passport or ID issued or 
not being able to renew matriculation in educational institutions financed by 
the government.14

Election day is a national holiday.
The voting method has undergone a variety of changes. Until 1966 indi-

vidual paper ballots were used for each office and voters placed them in an 
envelope, which was inserted into the ballot box.15 A unified single ballot was 
introduced in 1966.

In 1987 the Superior Electoral Court began creating a centralized database 
of registered voters in order to be able to identify multiple registrations by a 
single voter and other irregularities.16 In 1993 and 1994, a network was built 
to connect all regional electoral tribunals and allow them to communicate with 
each other and update the centralized national register. The specifications for 
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an electronic voting system were established in 1994 and in the 1996 elec-
tions, around 30 percent of the voters cast their ballot using Direct Recording 
Electronic Voting Systems (DREs).

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Brazil imposes a ceiling on how much a party can receive as a contribution 
and that amount is periodically updated.17 It also bans donations from foreign 
and corporate donors as well as government contractors and trade unions.

Both donors and political parties are required by law to disclose contribu-
tions made and received.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Parties face limits on election expenditures but there is no provision for pub-
lic disclosure of expenditures by political parties.18

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties receive direct public funding for administration and election campaign 
activities. Funding is distributed based on performance at previous elections. 
Indirect public funding in the form of free media access and special taxation 
status for political parties is also available.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Electoral turnout for parliamentary elections in Brazil has been decreasing in 
the past decade (see Table 4.1).

NOTES

1. Electionworld. Elections in Brazil, available at: www.electionworld.org/brazil
.htm.

2. U.S. Library of Congress Country Studies. Brazil: Women In Politics, available 
at: lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+br0102).
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 3. Inter-Parliamentary Union. Women’s Suffrage: A World Chronology of the 
Recognition of Women’s Rights to Vote and to Stand for Election, available at: www
.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage.htm.

 4. U.S. Library of Congress Country Studies. Brazil: Women In Politics, avail-
able at: lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+br0102).

 5. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The United Kingdom1 (UK) is a monarch with a parliamentary system of 
government. Its national parliament in Westminster is a bicameral body con-
stituted by the House of Commons and the House of Lords. The members 
of the House of Lords have a continuous mandate and are not elected. They 
are either appointed, hereditary members, or senior archbishops and bishops 
of the Church of England (since the Church of England is the ‘established’ 
Church of the State). In contrast, the members of the House of Commons are 
directly elected every five years. Elections are held for 659 seats in 659 sin-
gle-member constituencies (529 for England, 72 for Scotland, 40 for Wales, 
and 18 for Northern Ireland).

The electoral system used for elections to the House of Commons is the 
first-past-the-post system (FPTP). The country is divided up into single con-
stituencies and the candidate with the largest number of votes is elected to be 
the Member of Parliament for that constituency. Candidates can be from one 
of the major political parties, from a minor party, from any other organiza-
tion that has been registered with the Electoral Commission, or stand as an 
‘Independent,’ if they do not represent a registered party or group.

FPTP is not used throughout the UK or for all types of elections. As part of 
the devolution program, the Labor government, which was elected in 1997, 
introduced a new system for elections for the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh 
and Northern Ireland Assemblies, the European Parliament, and for electing 
the London mayor and assembly (see Table 5.1).2
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WHO CAN VOTE?

The first step toward a more inclusive electoral system began with the 1832 
Representation of the People Act (also called the Great Reform Act), which 
made reductions in the property qualifications and established residency as 
a requirement for voting.3 The franchise was further extended by the 1867 
Representation of the People Act, the Second Reform Act, and later by the 
1884 Representation of the People Act, as these gave voting rights to all 
households who paid rates in boroughs (towns) and county (more rural) con-
stituencies, respectively. By then the right to vote was held by about 58-60 
percent of the adult male population.4

It is interesting to note that the principle “one person, one vote” came into 
force only in 1949. Before 1949, educated or affluent voters were allowed to 
vote multiple times in different constituencies.5

Currently, to vote in UK parliamentary elections, one must be a British 
citizen or other Commonwealth citizen or citizen of the Irish Republic who 
is resident in the UK. Groups disqualified from voting are those currently in 
prison (see below), those convicted for an electoral offense (disqualification 
for a period of five years), those in detention in mental health institutions, 
and members of the House of Lords. British citizens living abroad are also 
entitled to a postal vote, as long as they have been living abroad for less than 
fifteen years.

Women

Before 1918 only men were allowed to vote, but in that year, women aged 
thirty or over gained the right to vote and to be able to stand for election as 

Table 5.1. Electoral systems in use in the UK today

System Body Elected

First-Past-the-Post  House of Commons
(also known as Single Member Simple  Some English/Welsh, all Scottish local
 Plurality)  authorities
Multi Member Simple Plurality Some English/Welsh local authorities
Additional Member System Scottish Parliament
 Welsh Assembly
 London Assembly
Single Transferable Vote Northern Ireland Assembly
Regional Party (closed) lists European Parliament
Supplementary Vote London Mayor

Source: David Denver (2003). Elections and Voters in Britain. New York: Palgrave, p. 169
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Members of Parliament.6 In 1928, the voting age for women was lowered to 
twenty-one (the same age as for men at that time).

In the UK, there is no constitutional or election law quota for women’s 
representation in national parliaments, but there is a political party quota for 
women candidates.7 The Liberal Democrats have a rule that in each constitu-
ency at least one-third of the candidates must be female. The Labor Party 
reserved 50 percent of their winnable seats in the 1997 general election for 
female candidate–only shortlists, and for the first elections to the Scottish 
Parliament and National Assembly for Wales in 1999, it used a system of 
selecting their candidates so as to improve women’s representation.

After the 2001 General Election, the Parliament passed the Sex Discrimi-
nation (Election Candidates) Act, which allows political parties to use posi-
tive action to get more women into elected positions, if they wish to do so, 
without infringing on the employment law.

Voting Age

The Representation of the People Act of 1969 lowered the voting age from 
twenty-one to eighteen.

Felons

Convicted persons who are currently detained in pursuance of their sentences 
cannot vote, but remand prisoners, unconvicted prisoners, and civil prisoners 
in default of fine or breach of collateral can vote.8

In the UK, convicted prisoners have been deprived of the right to vote since 
the Forfeiture Act of 1870. The origins of the electoral ban on convicted pris-
oners can be found in the notion of ‘civic death,’ which is a punishment that 
consists of withdrawing citizenship rights.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

In the UK, elections are held at the local, regional, national, and supranational 
level.9 At the local level, elections are held for councilors to serve on district, 
borough, city, county, and unitary councils. At the regional level, there are 
elections for members of the Greater London Authority, the National Assem-
bly for Wales, the Scottish Parliament and, until its suspension in October 
2002, the Northern Ireland Assembly. At national level—also called general 
elections—UK citizens vote for members of the House of Commons (MPs) 
in the Parliament at Westminster. Also, supranational level elections are held 
for British representatives (MEPs) at the European Parliament.
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

Elections in the UK are run by government bodies, but in a decentralized 
manner.

The Department for Constitutional Affairs (formerly the Lord Chancellor’s 
Department) is responsible for coordination of UK-wide electoral matters and 
for all issues covered by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 
2000, such as generic issues associated with national and regional referen-
dums, registration of political parties, rules on donations to political parties, 
and third party donations.10

The Department for Constitutional Affairs is also responsible for House 
of Commons and European Parliament elections in England and Wales. The 
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister has responsibility for the policy and 
conduct of local and mayoral elections in England and Wales and any future 
English Regional Assembly elections.

The Secretary of State for Scotland is responsible for the conduct and 
funding of elections to the Scottish Parliament.11 Scottish ministers are re-
sponsible for issuing rules for the conduct of local government elections and 
local authorities themselves are responsible for organizing and conducting 
these elections.

The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland is responsible for electoral 
law relating to the Northern Ireland Assembly. The chief electoral officer 
for Northern Ireland (the CEO) is the person responsible for all aspects of 
electoral administration in Northern Ireland, including the conduct of all elec-
tions and referendums and electoral registration.12 The CEO holds a Crown 
appointment. The Electoral Office for Northern Ireland (EONI) is the orga-
nization that supports the CEO in performing his statutory duties. The EONI 
consists of headquarters based in Belfast and nine Area Electoral Offices 
located across Northern Ireland. EONI is funded by the Secretary of State for 
Northern Ireland through the Northern Ireland Office.

The Secretary of State for Wales is responsible for electoral law relating to 
the National Assembly for Wales.

The Role of the Electoral Commission

The UK’s Electoral Commission, established in November 2000 by the Po-
litical Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, is an independent body 
that oversees new controls on donations to and campaign spending by politi-
cal parties and others. It also keeps under review electoral law and practice 
and promotes public awareness of the electoral process. Furthermore, the 
Commission has a statutory responsibility to evaluate each local authority 
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pilot scheme to try new ways of voting and publishes the official results of 
parliamentary elections.

In 2002, the Boundary Committee for England (formerly the Local Gov-
ernment Commission for England), whose duties are to review local electoral 
boundaries, became a statutory committee of the Electoral Commission.13

VOTING

Voting in the UK is not compulsory. It can be done in person or, on applica-
tion, by post or proxy.14

Voting is done through paper ballots, but pilot schemes of e-voting are 
being explored. In 1997, a government working party examined the electoral 
procedures and recommended that pilot schemes of innovative electoral pro-
cedures be used to evaluate their effectiveness. This recommendation was 
enacted through the Representation of the People Act 2000, which allowed 
local authorities to run electoral pilot schemes at local elections in England 
and Wales.15 Thus, election pilots using electronic voting and counting have 
taken place. In its report on the 2003 pilot projects, the UK Electoral Com-
mission recommended the development of future e-enabled elections. This 
recommendation was accepted by the government.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

There are no ceilings on party income, but there is a ban on receiving contri-
butions from anonymous sources.16

Party income is subject to disclosure provisions, which are mandated by 
the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000. It requires politi-
cal parties to submit a quarterly return to the Electoral Commission detailing 
donations it has accepted in excess of £5,000 (when received by the party’s 
central organization) or of £1,000 (when received by a local branch of the 
party).17 The reports are then published by the Electoral Commission.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Limits on campaign expenditures by political parties were introduced for the 
first time by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000.18 
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The limit on what a party may spend is determined by the number of seats it 
contests. There are also provisions for disclosure of spending.19

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Political parties are entitled to direct public funding, for the receipt of which 
parties must have current representation in the legislature.20

Indirect public funding in the form of free media access is also available 
and it is allocated on the basis of the number of candidates put forward in 
the present election. Also, there is free broadcasting time for parties that are 
fielding candidates in more than one-sixth of the seats at Westminster, Scot-
tish Parliament, National Assembly for Wales, Northern Ireland Assembly, 
Greater London Assembly, or local elections.

Parties have no special taxation status to act as a form of indirect public 
funding.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Generally, the turnout in the UK for European Union (EU) elections is quite 
low. In 1999, the turnout was the lowest in Europe at 24 percent. For the EU 
2004 parliamentary elections, the UK had a voter turnout of 38.2 percent for 
seventy-eight seats in the Parliament (before EU’s enlargement, the UK had 
eighty-seven seats).21

For the last three decades, turnout for parliamentary elections in the UK 
has been above 70 percent (see Table 5.2). However, during the elections in 
2001, there was a decrease in turnout as only about 60 percent of the regis-
tered voters cast a ballot.
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France is a presidential republic with a bicameral Parliament. The president, 
elected by direct popular vote, is head of state. He appoints the prime min-
ister, who is head of government. The bicameral French Parliament consists 
of the National Assembly and the Senate. The National Assembly is more 
powerful than the Senate, though both chambers share legislative authority.

The 577 members of the Assembly are elected through the first-past-the-post 
system for five years by direct universal suffrage. This system was reinstated 
for the 1988 elections and has been in force ever since.1 The 321 members of 
the Senate are elected by indirect universal suffrage by an electoral college in 
each department made up of deputies, general councilors, regional councilors, 
and representatives of the municipal councils. A law approved in July 2003, 
introduced reforms in senatorial elections that specified that senators would 
henceforth be elected to six-year terms, with one-half of the Senate elected ev-
ery three years. Previously, senators were elected for nine-year terms with one-
third of the Senate elected every three years. Furthermore, the law increased the 
number of Senate seats from 321 to 346, to take effect in 2010.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women acquired the right to vote in France in 1944.2

The French constitution was reformed in 1999, a reform known as the “par-
ity reform,” to state that “the law favors the equal access of women and men 
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to electoral mandates and elective functions” and that political parties were 
responsible for facilitating equal access.

In 2000, a new election law mandated that the parity reform would ap-
ply to all elections with a proportional ballot: municipal elections for towns 
with more than 3,500 inhabitants; Senatorial elections for senators selected 
by proportional representation; regional elections; elections to the Assembly 
of Corsica; elections of the general council of the territory Saint-Pierre-et-
Miquelon; European Parliament elections; council of Paris elections; and 
elections to the arrondissement councils of Paris, Lyons, and Marseille.

This law envisions sanctions for non-compliance. If the deviation from 
parity reaches 2 percent among electoral candidates, the public funding the 
party receives is reduced. Furthermore, at the municipal level, electoral 
authorities do not accept party lists that do not comply with the quota re-
quirements.

In terms of party quotas, the Socialist Party (PS) has a 50 percent quota for 
electoral lists (1990).

Voting Age

The voting age for French citizens is eighteen years or older.

Felons

French courts have the power to impose loss of voting rights as an additional 
punishment.3

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Besides elections for the Parliament, France also holds presidential elections. 
The president is chosen by direct universal suffrage for a five-year renewable 
term in a two-ballot majority poll. Candidates must be sponsored by at least 
500 national and/or local elected representatives. France also holds regional 
elections every six years (to elect regional councilors who in turn elect a 
regional president), municipal elections every six years (to elect city mayors 
and councilors), and cantonal elections every six years (to elect half of the 
members of the general councils of France’s 100 departments).

Furthermore, as France is part of the European Union, it holds elections 
for the European Parliament. These are held to elect the seventy-eight French 
members of Parliament for a five-year term by direct universal suffrage with 
voting by proportional representation for national lists.4 Under the terms of 
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the Treaty on European Union, citizens of other European Union states living 
in France may vote for one of the French lists of candidates.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The French Ministry of Internal Affairs is the election management body. 
The Ministry supervises the organization of elections, which is decentralized 
through the municipalities. The municipalities are responsible for many of 
its aspects, including the maintenance of voter lists. The Ministry of Internal 
Affairs carries out its supervisory role by issuing instructions to the munici-
palities.5

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory. In 2003, the Internet Rights Forum, a private body 
supported by the French government, recommended that remote e-voting 
should only be introduced for French citizens abroad in order to elect dele-
gates of the Assembly of the French Citizens Abroad (Assembée des Français 
de l’Étranger—AFE)—a public legislative body, which elects 150 delegates 
who elect the twelve members of the Upper House of the French Parliament 
to represent the French citizens living abroad.6 However, they recommend 
that every voter should be able to use polling place e-voting.

In 2003, French citizens residing in the United States voted for their rep-
resentatives to the AFE by remote e-voting. Polling place e-voting was made 
possible by a decree passed by the government on March 18, 2004. It initially 
authorized thirty-three municipalities, and later an additional twenty com-
munes, to use electronic voting machines.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

French parties are required to disclose all contributions made to them.7 How-
ever, donors to political parties are not required to do so.

Parties do not have a ceiling on how much they can receive as contributions, 
but they do face restrictions regarding the sources of that income. France al-
lows donations from foreign individuals, but not foreign subsidiaries.8 It also 
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bans donations from corporations, government contractors, trade unions, and 
anonymous donations.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

France has disclosure provisions for political party spending as well as ceil-
ings on expenditures.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties are entitled to direct public funding based on the number of candidates 
they put forward in the election. They also receive indirect public funding 
in the form of free media access based on their current representation in the 
Assembly. Parties are not entitled to a special taxation status, but donors can 
deduct a donation from their taxable income.9

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Electoral turnout for French parliamentary elections has been decreasing for 
the last three decades from a high of 82 percent in 1973 to a low of 60 percent 
in 2002. (See Table 6.1 above.)

NOTES

1. French Embassy in the United Kingdom. Elections, available at: www
.ambafrance-uk.org/article-imprim.php3?id_article=323.

2. International IDEA and Stockholm University. Global Database of Quotas for 
Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org/displayCountry.cfm?CountryCode=FR.

3. BBC (2005). “Prisoner voting rights: world views,” available at: news.bbc.co
.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/vote_2005/frontpage/4490701.stm.

4. European Union. The European Parliament, available at: europa.eu.int/
institutions/parliament/index_en.htm.

5. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (April 2002). Republic 
of France Presidential Elections: Report of OSCE/ODIHR Assessment, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1428_en.pdf.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) is a parliamentary democracy. The 
Parliament consists of a lower house, the Bundestag, whose members are 
directly elected by universal adult suffrage, and an upper house, the Bundes-
rat, composed of representatives appointed by the Länder. The Bundestag is 
the more powerful of these two chambers and its members are elected for 
a four-year term of office. The Bundesrat does not have a fixed term. The 
terms of its members depend on that of the government of the Land (State) 
they represent.1

The composition of the Bundestag is determined by the mixed member 
proportional (MMP) system, which combines elements of the single-member 
constituency plurality system with proportional representation.2 The country 
is divided into single-member constituencies (Wahlkreisen) equal to half the 
total amount of seats in the Bundestag. These constituencies are allocated 
among the Länder in proportion to the size of their populations, and seats are 
filled by the first-past-the-post method.

Political parties nominate individual candidates for the direct mandate (Di-
rektmandate) elections at the constituency level and set up lists of individuals 
at the Land level (Landesliste). Thus, Germans casts two votes: a first vote 
(Erststimme) for a constituency candidate, and a second vote (Zweitstimme) 
for a closed party list. Half of the deputies are elected from among the indi-
vidual candidates and half of them on the basis of the lists. The second vote 
is the most important as it determines the composition of the Bundestag.

Chapter Seven

Germany
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To participate in the proportional allocation of Bundestag seats, a party 
must receive at least 5 percent of all valid second votes cast. This require-
ment is waived if a party wins three or more constituency seats. To determine 
how many seats each party will receive, its total number of second votes is 
divided by the aggregate sum of second votes cast for all qualifying parties, 
and this amount is multiplied by the total number of Bundestag seats to be al-
located. This method produces a whole number, which is the number of seats 
initially allocated to the party, and a decimal fraction. Once this calculation 
is performed for all qualifying parties, the sum or aggregate number of allo-
cated seats is obtained. If this total equals the number of Bundestag seats, the 
proportional allocation of seats at the federal level is concluded. On the other 
hand, if this total is smaller than the total number of seats to be allocated—as 
usually is the case—unallocated seats are awarded to the parties according to 
the descending order of their decimal fractions.

The mandates obtained by each party are then allocated at the Land level 
in proportion to the number of votes received by their Land lists. The direct 
mandates won by a party at the constituency level of a particular Land are 
then subtracted from the total number of seats allocated to that party’s list, 
and the remaining seats are filled by the candidates on the Land list in the 
order determined before the election. In some cases, a party may win more 
constituency seats in the first vote of a particular Land than the number of 
seats it is entitled to according to the result of the second vote. In such cases, 
the party keeps the overlap or surplus seats (Überhangmandate), and the total 
number of seats in the Bundestag is increased accordingly.

Historically, the German Empire’s Electoral Act of 1869 regulated elec-
tions to the Reichstag of the North German Confederation and was adopted 
as an imperial law in 1871.3 That same year, the Empire was divided into 
constituencies and the first general elections were held. The Reichstag was 
directly elected by universal manhood suffrage on the basis of one man, one 
vote: men aged twenty-five or over who lived in one of the federal states were 
allowed to vote.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in 1918.4

In Germany, there are no constitutional or election law quotas for women 
in the Bundestag, but there are political party quotas.5 The Party of Demo-
cratic Socialism (Partei der Demokratischen Sozialismus, PDS) has a 50 
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percent quota for women on party lists. Since 1986, the Alliance 90/The 
Greens (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) has a 50 percent quota for women on party 
lists. Since 1996, the Christian Democratic Union has provisions that at least 
one-third of the electoral list candidates must be women; and the Social 
Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, 
SPD) introduced a quota system in 1988, with the target being to have a 25 
percent women’s composition by 1990, 33 percent by 1994, and 40 percent 
by 1998. The only party that does not use a positive action system is the 
Liberal Party (FDP).6

Voting Age

In 1972, the voting age was lowered from twenty-one to eighteen.
Hence, the right to vote in Germany is accorded to German citizens who 

have reached the age of eighteen. Other requirements are residency in the 
country for at least three months, but under certain circumstances, German 
nationals who have not yet been resident in the Federal Republic for three 
months or who live outside the country may vote (ex: live outside Germany 
as civil servants, soldiers, or civil service employees by order of their su-
preme authority or reside in other EU Member States).

Felons

Courts have the right to withdraw voting powers for up to five years after the 
completion of the prison sentence as an additional punishment, but the actual 
use of this sanction is rare.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Besides for the Bundestag, Germans can also vote in state and local elec-
tions.7 Elections to state parliaments are held in each of the sixteen states 
every four or five years. In addition to these federal and state elections, there 
are also local or communal elections in each city, town, and local commu-
nity. These institutions are often called “Kommunalparlamente” (communal 
parliaments) and govern matters relating to the local community within the 
framework of the federal or state legislature. This is described as “communal 
self-government.” The highest representative in a city or town is the mayor 
(“Oberbürgermeister” or “Bürgermeister”) while in rural districts it is the 
chief administrative officer (“Landrat”).
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In addition to federal, state, and local elections, Germans also vote in Eu-
ropean Parliament (EP) elections, which are held every five years. Germany 
has ninety-nine seats in the EP.8

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The electoral administration bodies in Germany are: the federal returning 
officer and the Federal Electoral Committee for the electoral area, a land 
returning officer and a Land Electoral Committee for each Land, a district 
returning officer and a District Electoral Committee for each constituency, 
an electoral officer and an Electoral Board for each polling district, and at 
least one electoral officer and one Electoral Board for each constituency to 
ascertain the results of the postal ballot.9

The federal returning officer is the one responsible for preparing and con-
ducting Bundestag and European elections, supported by the electoral bodies 
at Land, constituency, and electoral district level.10 The federal returning 
officer and his deputy are appointed by the Federal Ministry of the Interior 
indefinitely. In continuation of an old tradition going back to the Reichstag 
elections, the president of the Federal Statistical Office is regularly entrusted 
with the responsibilities of the federal returning officer.

The members of the Federal Electoral Committee, which is composed of 
the federal returning officer as chairman and eight committee members, are 
appointed by the federal returning officer at the proposal of the parties.11

VOTING

Voting in Germany is not compulsory. Only registered voters or those who 
have a polling card may vote (polling cards are given to voters who will be 
unable to go to his or her polling station on election day).12 Anyone entered 
in a voters’ register may only vote in the polling district in which he or she 
is entered. Anyone possessing a polling card may vote in the constituency in 
which the polling card was issued by casting his or her vote in any polling 
district of this constituency, or by postal ballot.

Germany started e-voting tests and pilot projects in 1999 at non-political 
elections (at universities), at the local advisory level (youth community and se-
nior citizens councils), and at public and private employee councils.13 Efforts 
in the field of e-voting in Germany focus on connecting all polling stations 
through an electronic network and building an electronic voter register.
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THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Since German industry was instrumental in Hitler’s rise to power, the Ger-
man Constitution of 1949 (Grundgesetz) stipulated that parties have to ac-
count to the public for the sources of their funds.14 After a sharp decline of 
public confidence in political parties following a political finance scandal (the 
“Flick affair”), the constitution was amended in 1983 and since January 1984 
parties have to publicly account for the sources and use of their funds.15

Germany has no ceilings on how much can be given to parties or how 
much a party can raise. There is a ban on anonymous donations to political 
parties, but there is no ban on foreign, corporate, or government contractors’ 
donations to political parties. Also, donors do not have to disclose contribu-
tions made to political parties, but the parties have to disclose contributions 
received.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Germany has a provision for public disclosure of expenditures by political 
parties, but there are no ceilings on party election expenditures.16

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties are entitled to direct public funding during the election period and be-
tween elections.17 The basis for allocating the fund is performance at the previ-
ous election. To qualify for access to public funding a party needs an 0.5 percent 
share of the national vote (in a federal or European election) or a 1.0 percent 
share of the vote in at least one of the (individually held) 16 state elections.18

Parties are also entitled to indirect public funding in the form of free media 
access. Parties may also receive indirect public funding in the form of special 
taxation status, and donors to parties are entitled to tax credits and tax deduc-
tions.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Above 70 percent of the German voting age population has voted in elections 
from 1949 through 1998 (see Table 7.1).
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 5. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org.

 6. Paschal Mooney (2004). “Women’s participation in elections,” Council of 
Europe Report, available at: assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/doc04/
EDOC10202.htm.

 7. A Manual for Germany, available at: www.handbuch-deutschland.de/book/
en/003_001_print.html.

 8. The European Union. The European Parliament, available at: europa.eu.int/
institutions/parliament/index_en.htm.

 9. The Federal Returning Officer (2002). ABC of the Bundestag Election 2002, 
available at: www.bundeswahlleiter.de/wahlen/download/abc2002e.pdf.

10. The Federal Returning Officer. Responsibilities of the Federal Returning Of-
ficer, available at: www.bundeswahlleiter.de/wahlen/e/leiter_e.htm.

11. The Federal Returning Officer (2002). ABC of the Bundestag Election 2002, 
available at: www.bundeswahlleiter.de/wahlen/download/abc2002e.pdf.

12. The Federal Returning Officer (2002). ABC of the Bundestag Election 2002, 
available at: www.bundeswahlleiter.de/wahlen/download/abc2002e.pdf.

13. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE). Focus on . . . E-Voting, 
available at: focus.at.org/e-voting/countries.

14. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.

15. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). (2003). 
Funding of Political Parties and Election Campaigns, available at: www.idea.int/
publications/funding_parties/upload/full.pdf.

16. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.

17. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.

18. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). (2003). 
Funding of Political Parties and Election Campaigns, available at: www.idea.int/
publications/funding_parties/upload/full.pdf.





57

ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Italy has a parliamentary system of government. It has a bicameral Parliament 
(Parlamento) consisting of the Senate (Senato della Repubblica) with 322 
seats and the Chamber of Deputies (Camera dei Deputati) with 630 seats.

Elections for the Chamber of Deputies are conducted using a proportional 
representation system for 629 of 630 seats, using blocked party lists for 617 
of the 630 members elected from Italy and for the twelve members elected by 
Italian citizens overseas. A first-past-the-post system is used for the single-
member constituency in Valle d’Aosta.

The Senate has 315 elected members and seven appointed for life by the 
president of the Republic. For Senate elections, Italy is divided into twenty 
constituencies that correspond to Italy’s twenty administrative regions. Most 
of them are multi-mandate constituencies with the number of seats propor-
tional to the population. However, in five regions with special status, the 
number of Senate seats is fixed. Overall, 301 Senate seats are distributed 
proportionally to the successful coalition and party lists in eighteen regions. 
In the Trentino-Alto Adige region, six senators are elected under a first-past-
the-post system, while one senator is elected based on the votes cast for un-
successful candidates in the single-mandate constituencies. In Valle d’Aosta, 
one senator is elected in a single mandate constituency. Also, six senators are 
elected from the out-of-country constituency.

The Italian election legislation underwent major amendments in December 
2005. The system was changed from a mixed one with a strong majoritarian 
component to a predominantly proportional system with closed lists.1

Chapter Eight

Italy
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WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in Italy in 1945.

Voting Age

For Senate elections, citizens must be at least twenty-five years old to vote, 
while citizens eighteen years of age or more are entitled to vote for the Cham-
ber of Deputies.

Felons

Not all felons are banned from voting. Disqualification from voting depends 
on the crime.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Italy holds direct elections for the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate. Di-
rect elections are also held for local council and mayor positions. As members 
of the European Union, Italians also vote directly for European Parliament 
members, which can have seventy-eight seats in the Union’s Parliament.

Italy’s president is indirectly elected. He is chosen in a joint session by 
deputies, senators, and representatives of the country’s twenty regions.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

Italy’s election administration structure is complex. Several judicial bodies 
and offices are responsible for tabulating official results and distributing 
seats. The National Central Electoral Office (NCEO), within the Court of 
Cassation, is responsible for tabulating results for the Chamber of Deputies 
and Regional Electoral Offices (REO). The regional Courts of Appeals are 
responsible for tabulating the Senate results. The judiciary’s role in election 
disputes is limited as the ultimate authority in disputes over election results 
rests with the newly elected legislature.

The Ministry of the Interior’s Central Directorate for Elections, a perma-
nent body, makes administrative arrangements for the elections (ensures that 
ballots and other election material are available throughout the country), 
tabulates the unofficial results, and prepares the first calculations for the seat 
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allocations. Municipal offices have a leading role in preparing voter lists and 
implementing the election process at the local level.

Municipal authorities have a variety of electoral tasks, but their most im-
portant role lies in preparing the voter rolls and appointing Polling Electoral 
Office (PEO) members other than the chairpersons. These tasks are per-
formed or overseen by Municipal Election Commissions (MECs), which are 
permanent bodies chaired by the mayor.

VOTING

Voting is a constitutionally mandated civic duty in Italy, but no sanctions are 
imposed on those who do not vote.

Voting is done in person at polling stations. There are, however, special 
voting provisions for certain types of voters, such as those in hospitals or in 
prisons or detention centers. Home voting is available for those unable to 
leave their homes to vote.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

The Italian electoral system has provisions for the disclosure of contributions 
to political parties.2 Both donors and political parties are required to disclose 
contributions made and received, respectively. There is no ceiling on how 
much a party can raise, but there is a ceiling on how much a donor can con-
tribute per election cycle.

There is no ban on foreign, corporate, or anonymous donations to political 
parties.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Italian law sets limits on campaign contributions and expenditures by both 
parties and candidates. There are provisions for public disclosure of expendi-
tures by political parties.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Direct public funding is available to parties both during the election period 
and in between elections for campaign purposes. Indirect public funding is 
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also available. It varies from free media access, to tax deductions for donors 
to political parties, to parties being able to send electoral propaganda material 
by post at reduced rates.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

For the past decade, turnout in Italy has remained high and stable above 80 
percent (see Table 8.1).

NOTES

1. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 2006). Italy Parlia-
mentary Elections: OSCE/ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2006/06/19409_en.pdf.

2. International IDEA. Political Finance Database, available at: www.idea.int/
parties/finance/db/index.cfm.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Spain is a parliamentary monarchy. An electoral system in Spain began to 
exist as early as the nineteenth century.1 With the invasion of the Napoleonic 
army, there were calls for a national assembly (las Cortes). The deputies 
of this assembly—called “Cortes de Cadiz” (the Cadiz Parliament)—were 
elected by popular vote according to the “Instructions for the election of 
deputies” of 1810—an early version of electoral law in Spain. The Cadiz 
Parliament declared itself a sovereign and constitutive body and became the 
first modern parliament in Spanish history. That ended with the enactment of 
the Constitution of 1812. 

The electoral laws formally began in 1837 and universal suffrage was es-
tablished in 1869. The electoral laws were consolidated by the law of 1907. 
Between 1810 and 1936, twelve electoral laws had been passed as well as 
many other regulations governing the holding of fifty-five parliamentary 
elections in Spain. From 1936 to 1939, Spain plunged into civil war be-
tween the Popular Front government, a left-wing alliance of parties, and the 
nationalists, led by General Franco, which ended with the victory for Gen-
eral Franco. After the death of Franco in 1975, there was an almost general 
consensus on the need for a pact between the political forces, including the 
reformist wing of the old regime and in 1976, the Spanish people approved by 
referendum the law for the Political Reform of the state and chose democracy 
as their new political system.

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 established the Parliament, a bicameral 
body that consists of a lower chamber, Congress (Congreso de los Diputa-
dos), and an upper chamber, the Senate (Senado).2 Parliamentary repre-
sentatives are elected to Congress according to a “corrected proportional” 

Chapter Nine

Spain
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system with fifty-two districts.3 The Congress, the stronger of the two 
bodies, may comprise a minimum of 300 and a maximum of 400 members, 
but electoral legislation has set the number at 350 members.4 Population 
determines how many of the 350 congressional representatives correspond 
to each district. 

Provinces elect four senators each. Each voter can choose three senators. 
The senators are elected by two distinct procedures:5

•  directly elected senators: fifty-two multi-member constituencies corre-
sponding to the country’s provinces, plus Ceuta and Melilla. The provinces 
elect four senators each. In the case of insular provinces, major islands elect 
three senators each, while small islands elect one senator each. Ceuta and 
Melilla elect two senators each.

•  indirectly elected senators: each of the seventeen autonomous communities 
return one senator, plus one more for each 1,000,000 inhabitants, chosen by 
the legislative assembly of each community.

By Constitution, no one may be a member of both Houses simultaneously, 
or be a representative in the Assembly of an autonomous community and a 
member of Congress at the same time.6 

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received suffrage in Spain in 1931. 
In Spain, there are no constitutional or election law quotas for women in 

the parliament.7 However, there are political party quotas. The PSOE (the 
Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party) introduced party quotas in 1988, which 
were set at 25 percent.8 Currently, the PSOE has a 40 percent quota for either 
sex.9

Minorities

The electoral system even allows the Basque nationalist coalition party Herri 
Batasuna (HB), a legal political party which is also generally seen as the 
political expression of ETA, the Basque nationalist separatist organization, to 
stand in all elections: legislative, municipal, Basque Country/Autonomous, 
and European.10
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Voting Age

All Spanish citizens eighteen years or older, who are in full possession of 
their political rights can vote. 

Felons

Spain has no voting restrictions on prisoners.11 

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Spain has municipal and regional elections, as well as elections for the na-
tional and the European Parliaments. Currently, Spain has sixty-four seats in 
the European Parliament.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The body charged with the supervision and control of the electoral process in 
Spain is the Electoral Council. The Electoral Council consists of the Central 
Electoral Council; the Provincial and Area Councils; and the Electoral Coun-
cils of the Autonomous Communities.12

The Central Electoral Council is a permanent body of thirteen members: 
eight judges of the Supreme Court appointed by lot and five other mem-
bers, appointed by Parliament, who hold university chairs in the fields of 
law, political sciences, or sociology. The president is elected from among 
the judges and the secretary is the general secretary of the Congress of 
Deputies. The Central Electoral Council is renewed ninety days after the 
constitution of a new Parliament following the elections. Electoral Coun-
cils, within their respective territorial reach, have absolute power over all 
matters relating to elections and their organization. For efficiency, they do 
not physically organize the elections, but validate the operations and super-
vise their legality.

With the reform of the Electoral Law of 1995, the electoral census is now 
being updated monthly instead of yearly. 

The Home Office is responsible for the logistics and financial manage-
ment of expenses incurred in the organization of elections. The Home Office 
department in charge of running the elections is responsible for the prepara-
tion of the budget and the administration of public electoral funds. In addi-
tion, the Home Office is also empowered to contract for external materials 



66 Chapter Nine

and services needed to organize the elections and attends to security for the 
peaceful running of the electoral campaign and the free exercise of voting 
rights. The Home Office also provides the public with the provisional results 
of the vote count.

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory and registry in the voter census is automatic.13 
Spaniards who ordinarily reside abroad are also included on special electoral 
lists. The Electoral Law determines that the duration of voting is eleven hours 
and voting stations may not close even if all the electors on the list have 
voted.14

There is no voter card since identity is checked at the electoral tables. In-
stead, voters receive a card at their home address, which is not valid for vot-
ing, but shows that they are registered on the census, and the electoral table 
to which they belong. Identity is established using a passport. 

The Electoral Census is managed by the Electoral Census Office, which 
is under the direct supervision of the Electoral Councils and financed by the 
National Statistics Council of the Ministry of Finance. The information for 
the census is provided by the city councils, by consulates and civil registers 
in the case of deaths.

Two types of postal voting are available: one for Spaniards registered as 
living in Spain and for residents living abroad.15 The postal vote by residents 
in Spain is deposited in the ballot box where the voter is registered. This hap-
pens when the electoral colleges close, making it impossible to know its ag-
gregate result, unlike the absentee ballots, which are counted in each province 
the week after the elections. 

Since 1995, the government of the autonomous region of Catalonia has 
run several pilot projects using electronic voting machines inside polling 
stations.16 During the Catalan Parliament elections in November 2003, a 
non-binding remote e-voting pilot project was held and Catalans residing in 
Argentina, Belgium, the United States, Mexico, and Chile were invited to 
participate. This pilot aimed to examine the use of secure electronic voting 
and 730 voters participated in it. 

On March 14, 2004, several non-legally binding electronic voting trials 
were conducted in Spanish municipalities. In the municipality of Jun, near 
Granada, a total of 597 citizens tested electronic voting systems, with 400 
people voting through computers connected to the Internet and 197 people 
voting by SMS sending in the ballots via their mobile phones. Internet vot-
ing pilots were also carried out in three polling stations in Zamora and Lugo, 
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where 274 citizens tested Internet voting machines at a number of polling 
stations. 

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Spain has a ceiling on contributions to political parties.17 A donor can con-
tribute up to EUR 55,000 per year. There is no ban on foreign donations or 
corporate donations to political parties. There is a ban on donations from 
government contractors to political parties. Furthermore, anonymous dona-
tions over 5 percent of the total public funding are banned. Spain also has 
provisions for disclosure of contributions to political parties. 

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Spain has a ceiling on party election expenditures, which is determined for 
each electoral cycle by the General Accounting Court. Also, political parties 
have to publicly disclose their expenditures. 

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

According to the Spanish Electoral Law, the state subsidizes the organiza-
tional and logistical expenses of the conduct of any election and also, in 
compliance with the Constitutional Law on the Funding of Political Parties, it 
subsidizes the political parties during elections to the central, local, or Euro-
pean parliaments. Election expenses of the regional autonomous parliaments 
are born by each autonomous community. 

Direct public funding is based on performance during the current election. 
Indirect public funding in the form of free media access is also available and 
broadcast time is allocated based on performance at the previous election. Par-
ties also receive a special taxation status and receive subsidies on mailing.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Voter turnout in Spain has fluctuated in the past decade from 77 percent in 
1993 to 69 percent in 2000, and then 77 percent again in the 2004 elections 
(see Table 9.1). 
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Sweden is a constitutional monarchy with a proportional representation 
(modified Saint-Lague system) electoral system. It has a unicameral parlia-
ment, the Riksdag, which consists of 349 directly elected members for a 
four-year term. Currently, of the available seats in the Riksdag, 310 are al-
located on a constituency basis in twenty-eight multi-member constituencies; 
the remaining thirty-nine seats are divided nationally. To win parliamentary 
representation, a party must poll 4 percent overall (to receive a seat from the 
national allocation) or 12 percent in any one constituency.

The Riksdag has existed since 1435, when it first convened the nobles, the 
clergy, and the commons. In 1841, the parish meetings were reformed by 
law and it was established that craftsmen, tradesmen, and industrial workers 
should have the right to vote if they earned enough.

In January 1863, a measure to restructure the Riksdag to have two 
chambers—an upper one to be an aristocratic senate and a lower one, whose 
members should be elected every three years by the people—was proposed.1 
In 1866, the measure was promulgated by the crown as an integral part of the 
fundamental law of the kingdom of Sweden and on September 1, 1866, the 
first national elections under the new system were held. Since then, the upper 
chamber has represented principally the nobles and clergy and the lower has 
represented the townsmen and peasants.

Until 1866, the Riksdag had four congregations that represented the different 
social classes: the nobility, the clergy, the burghers, and the peasants.2 In 1866, 
a bicameral Riksdag was established. The second chamber was directly elected 
every four years. The first chamber was elected indirectly by electors and only 
one-third of the seats were up for election at any one time. Furthermore, these 
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elections were coordinated with municipal elections and took place two years 
after each election to the second chamber. Suffrage differed by financial status 
and the richest had forty votes while those without assets did not have the right 
to vote.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

According to the Municipal Laws of 1862, some women had the right to vote 
in local elections quite early, but just a few could actually vote due to the re-
quirements: they had to be of age, unmarried, and have an income at a certain 
level or a certain amount of property. Universal male suffrage was introduced 
in 1909, but Swedish women did not have the right to vote and were not eli-
gible to join the Parliament until 1921. In 1918, universal and equal suffrage 
in local elections was introduced. In 1919, the Swedish Parliament gave equal 
suffrage and eligibility for women. After the election of 1921 the reform was 
confirmed.3

Minorities

Sweden has five minorities: Jews, Roma, Sami, Swedish Finns, and Torne-
dalers. A Sami Parliament (Sametinget) of thirty-one elected members was 
created in 1991 to foster Sami culture, language, and advise the Swedish au-
thorities on Sami affairs, among other functions. Sami parties take part in the 
elections to the Sami Parliament (there are eleven different parties) but they 
do not play any significant role in local elections.

Voting Age

Voting age is eighteen.

Felons

Sweden allows prisoners and felons to vote.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elections in Sweden are held for the Riksdag as well as for county coun-
cils and municipal councils. Citizens of the European Union and citizens 
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of Iceland and Norway also have the right to vote in county and municipal 
elections, if they are eighteen years of age by election day and are registered 
within the county council area or municipality concerned.4

Swedish citizens who attain the age of eighteen years by election day and 
who are or at some time have been registered residents in Sweden as well as 
citizens of other member states of the European Union can vote in European 
Parliament elections. As a precondition, they must be registered residents in 
Sweden and must hand in a notification to be listed on the electoral roll. They 
may not then vote in any other member state. Sweden is entitled to eighteen 
seats in the European Parliament.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Swedish Election Authority is responsible for planning and coordinat-
ing the conduct of elections and referendums.5 It also prepares the voter 
rolls, the voting cards, the ballot papers, and other election material. It 
distributes seats amongst the parties and announces which members have 
been elected in Riksdag elections and elections to the European Parliament. 
It also provides information technology (IT) support for the entire electoral 
administration.

The regional election authority is the County Administrative Board. The 
Board decides on electoral districts, is responsible for the final counting of 
votes in all elections, and confirms the results of county council and munici-
pal council elections.

The local election authority of each municipality is the Election Commit-
tee. The Committee nominates election officers, ensures that there are polling 
stations in the municipality, and has full responsibility for advance voting 
there. The Election Committee is also responsible for the preliminary count of 
the votes. The municipality covers the costs associated with election officers 
and polling stations.

The Election Review Board is the authority that decides on decisions 
against which appeal has been made. The board has seven members, ap-
pointed by the Riksdag, and its chair must be or have been a regular judge and 
may not at the same time be a member of the Riksdag.

VOTING

Voting in Sweden is not compulsory. To vote, it is necessary to be included 
in the district electoral rolls and to show identification to the election officers. 
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The election officers must make a note of how they have checked the voters’ 
identities.6

The premises where voting takes place must have screens so that voters 
can cast their ballots in an envelope in privacy. The voter then gives her/his 
voting envelope to the election officers. Voters can cast ballots through one 
of the following available alternatives: (1) they can vote at the polling station 
on election day; (2) they can vote in advance; (3) they can vote by messenger; 
(4) they can vote at diplomatic missions abroad; or (5) they can vote by mail 
from abroad.

People who have voted in advance (in Sweden or from abroad) may change 
their vote. The voter needs to go to a polling station on election day and the 
vote in the station will then be accepted and the advance vote will be declared 
invalid.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: 
POLITICAL AND FINANCIAL REGULATIONS 

PERTAINING TO VOTING

Sweden has no compulsory system of regulation of political party financing, 
but law No. 625 from 1972 contains rules and moral guidelines for political 
parties.7 However, in 1980, political parties voluntarily agreed among them-
selves to make available for annual inspection the income and expenditures of 
their headquarters.8 Parties must have an annual report checked by an autho-
rized accountant but the report is not made public.9 There are no restrictions 
on corporate donations. Parties can opt to voluntarily ban their acceptance of 
such donations. For example, the Conservative party decided to stop accept-
ing direct donations from companies in 1977.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Swedish parties are entitled to direct public funding.10 One part of the funding 
is given on the basis of current representation in the legislature and the other 
part is based on the mandates won at the previous election. Indirect public 
funding such as equal air time is available, but parties and donors do not have 
a special taxation status.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

For the past six decades, the lowest turnout in Swedish parliamentary elec-
tions occurred in 2002 when 80 percent of registered voters cast a ballot (see 
Table 10.1).
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The Russian Federation has a presidential system of government. Parliamen-
tary elections were held in Russia as early as 1906. However, at the time, 
the franchise did not include groups such as students, people under twenty-
five, women, servicemen, foreigners, and convicts, among other groups. 
This dramatically changed with the February 1917 Revolution, after which 
suffrage was accorded to women, servicemen, and people who were twenty 
years of age. Thus, Russia had the most universal suffrage at the time since 
servicemen were allowed to vote for the first time in the world, and voting 
age was the lowest anywhere.1 Since 1918 until the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, one-party elections were the norm. In 1989, as part of the perestroika 
process, Mikhail Gorbachev introduced multi-candidate elections. One year 
later, with a constitutional change in 1990, the Communist Party no longer 
had a monopoly on power.2

The 1993 Constitution established a semi-presidential system for the Rus-
sian Federation. The election of the president is mainly regulated by the 
Presidential Election Law (PEL) and the Basic Guarantees of Electoral Rights 
Law (BGL). The president is elected by popular vote on a two-round system 
every four years, with a two-term limitation. If no candidate wins an absolute 
majority in the first election round, a second is held between the two leading 
contenders, and the winner is required to win 50 percent or more votes for 
election. The prime minister must receive a majority vote from the Duma (the 
lower chamber of Parliament). If the candidate is rejected three times in a row 
the president can dissolve the Parliament and call for a new election.

Chapter Eleven

The Russian Federation
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The Russian Parliament is bicameral and consists of the Duma, and the 
Council of the Federation, the upper chamber. For the election of the 450 
deputies in the Duma, a parallel electoral system is used. Half of the deputies 
are elected with first-past-the-post (FPTP) and the other half with party-list 
proportional representation (PR) voting among the federal constituency with 
a threshold of 5 percent required for any party to win a seat.3 Duma deputies 
serve for a period of four years.

The Council of the Federation consists of 178 seats and as of July 2000, 
its members are appointed by the top executive and legislative officials in 
each of the eighty-nine federal administrative units.4 Each region chooses two 
representatives to serve in the Council, one from the legislature and one from 
the executive. They serve for a period of four years.

Recent political trends in Russia have led to a decrease in civil liberties 
and a movement toward authoritarianism, according to Freedom House.5 As 
part of the events that Freedom House points out as signaling a decrease in 
political rights and civil liberties have been the prosecution of the economic 
magnate Michail Chodorkowski, who supported liberal opposition parties. 
Another event was a police raid on the headquarters of a political consulting 
firm working for a major opposition party.

WHO CAN VOTE?

There has been universal suffrage since 1936, when restrictive provisions in 
the 1918 constitution, which did not allow people with property or church 
officials to vote, were lifted. The 1993 constitution does not contain a special 
section on suffrage.

Voting is tied to citizenship and regulated by the PEL, BGL, and the Rus-
sian Federation Constitution.6

Women

Women were given the right to vote as early as 1917.
During the Communist era, there was a quota requirement that women con-

stitute 33 percent of the Soviet Union’s Congress of People’s Deputies, the 
removal of which led to an unprecedented decline in women’s representation 
in the Russian legislature in 1990 to only 5 percent.7 In 1993, women in the 
Duma constituted 13.5 percent of deputies and after the 1995 elections, 9.8 
percent.8 At the 2003 Duma elections, 9.8 percent of elected deputies were 
women.9
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Minorities

The majority of Russia’s minority populations do not face legal impediments 
to vote since most minority groups in the Russian Federation have Russian 
Federation passports.10

Voting Age

All citizens eighteen and older are allowed to vote.

Felons

The only two restrictions on suffrage in Russia concern prisoners and citizens 
who have been declared incapable by a court.11 Persons under criminal inves-
tigation have the right to vote.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elected offices at the federal level are those of the presidency of the Russian 
Federation and the Duma deputies.

At the regional level, elections are held for presidents of Russia’s twenty-
one national republics, for governors in Russia’s eighty-nine regions, for 
mayors, and for the local legislative bodies.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The election of a president of the Russian Federation involves four levels of 
election commissions.12 The Central Election Commission (CEC), eighty-
nine Subject Election Commissions (SEC), and about 2,750 Territorial 
Election Commissions (TEC) are permanent bodies and have a four-year 
mandate. At the lowest level are the Precinct Election Commissions (PEC), 
which are appointed specifically for the elections no later than one month 
before the polling day.

The CEC was established as a permanent institution with a decree from 
President Boris Yeltsin in 1993 who directed it to draft the new federal legis-
lation on elections, which was approved in October 1994 as the Federal Law 
on the Basic Guarantees of Electoral Rights of the Citizens of the Russian 
Federation.
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The CEC is presided over by a commission of fifteen members: five 
appointed by the president, five by the Duma, and five by the Federation 
Council. Its role consists of explaining electoral procedures and surveying 
regional state authorities’ compliance with federal electoral laws. It also has 
a prominent role in the drafting of legislation, but only the Duma can pass 
it. Regarding regional elections, it also monitors compliance with electoral 
rights of citizens and provides organizational and technical assistance to the 
local electoral commissions.

The law provides that election commissioners are independent within their 
competence of the state bodies or bodies of local self-government while pre-
paring and conducting elections. However, election commissions at the lower 
level are dependent on local executive authorities for financing, staffing, and 
resource and logistical support. Local executive authorities also play a role in 
the appointment of lower level commissions.

VOTING

During the Soviet era, abstaining from voting was treated by the authorities as 
an open challenge to the regime. The results of this policy were turnout rates 
that varied from 99.74 percent to 99.99 percent.13

Currently, voting is voluntary in Russia, but the democratization process 
has resulted in reduced voter turnout, which has led to the establishment of a 
legal provision for the turnout rate: 50 percent required turnout for presiden-
tial elections and 25 percent for parliamentary elections.14

Polling operations are organized in a fairly decentralized manner. The form 
and text of the presidential ballot is established by the CEC, but the printing 
is the responsibility of the subject commissions. The territorial commissions 
organize the distribution of the ballots to the polling sites. Overseas and ab-
sentee voting is allowed in Russia.

One of the options on the ballots is “against all candidates.” In the 1995 
elections, 2.77 percent voted “against all.” In the 1999 Duma elections, 3.36 
percent of the votes were cast “against all” parties and movements and in the 
2003 elections, 4.78 percent choose “against all.”

The counting of the ballots takes place at the polling stations and is done 
manually. The information is then sent to the CEC where it is aggregated by 
computer before being reported to the public. In the 2004 presidential elec-
tions, there was an experimental use of automated vote scanning machines in 
about 500 polling stations in Moscow and St. Petersburg.15
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THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

The legislation in the Russian Federation requires that parties set up special 
electoral accounts, where the funds intended for the electoral campaign are 
credited and must be made public.16

There is a ceiling on contributions to parties. For parliamentary elections, 
in a multi-mandate constituency, individual donors can contribute 150 times 
the minimum wage and legal entities can contribute 20,000 times the mini-
mum wage. However, there is no ceiling on how much a party can raise.17

There is no total ban on corporate donations, except donations from cor-
porations with more than 30 percent foreign/state entity ownership, or if they 
have been registered for less than one year. There is also no ban on trade 
union donations to political parties.

There is a ban on: anonymous donations and several other sources, such 
as foreign states/nationals, stateless persons, citizens of the Russian Federa-
tion who have not attained the age of eighteen years on voting day, legal 
entities with foreign participation if the foreign stake exceeds 30 percent, 
bodies of state power and local self-government, and military institutions, 
among others.18

In the Russian Federation, there are provisions for disclosure of contribu-
tions to political parties. Both donors and political parties are subject to these 
disclosure laws. Donors must disclose contributions over 1000 times the 
minimum wage, while parties must disclose contributions over 1000 times 
the minimum wage for legal entities and 100 times the minimum wage for 
individuals.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

The ceiling on party election expenditures is 250,000 times the minimum 
wage and there are provisions for public disclosure of expenditures by politi-
cal parties.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties receive direct public funding, but only during the election campaign 
and it is intended to cover signature collection activities, payment for infor-
mation and consulting services, and electoral deposits.19 In the 1995 Duma 
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elections, state funding for all of the political parties amounted to $1 million. 
In the 1999 election, the state funding rose to $4.6 million.20

Indirect public funding is also available in the form of free airtime and free 
transportation. A change in the Russian electoral law in 2003 prevents parties 
from having free airtime if they have debts to media organizations. Parties are 
not entitled to a special taxation status.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Voter turnout in parliamentary elections since the transition has been the 
highest during the 1995 elections (see Table 11.2), after which it began to 
decline. A decline in turnout can also be observed from the first presidential 
elections in Russia in 1991, when 75 percent of registered voters went to the 
polls to 64 percent in the 2004 elections (see Table 11.3). However, turnout 
for presidential elections has been consistently higher than turnout for parlia-
mentary elections.

NOTES

1. Sergei Lounev (2002). “Russia.” In Voter Turnout Since 1945: A Global Report. 
Stockholm: International IDEA.

2. Richard Rose and Neil Munro (2003). Elections and Parties in New European 
Democracies. Congressional Quarterly Inc: Washington, D.C., p. 267.

3. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE). Russia—an Evolving Par-
allel System, available at: www.aceproject.org/main/english/es/esy_ru.htm.

4. CIA. The World Factbook, available at: www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/
geos/rs.html#Govt.

5. Freedom House. Freedom in the World 2004, available at: www.freedomhouse
.org/research/freeworld/2004/countryratings/russia.htms.

6. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2004). Final Report on 
the Presidential Election in the Russian Federation, March 14, 2004, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2004/06/3033_en.pdfs.

7. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). The 
Challenge of Transition—Women in Parliament in Russia, available at: www.idea
.int/women/parl/studies2a.htm.

8. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). The 
Challenge of Transition—Women in Parliament in Russia, available at: www.idea
.int/women/parl/studies2a.htm.

9. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2263.htm.



88 Chapter Eleven

10. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2004). Final Report on 
the Presidential Election in the Russian Federation, 14 March 2004, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2004/06/3033_en.pdf.

11. Sergei Lounev (2002). “Russia.” In Voter Turnout Since 1945: A Global Re-
port. Stockholm: International IDEA.

12. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2004). Final Report on 
the Presidential Election in the Russian Federation, March 14, 2004, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2004/06/3033_en.pdf.

13. Sergei Lounev (2002). “Russia.” In Voter Turnout Since 1945: A Global Re-
port. Stockholm: International IDEA.

14. Sergei Lounev (2002). “Russia.” In Voter Turnout Since 1945: A Global Re-
port. Stockholm: International IDEA.

15. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (2004). Final Report on 
the Presidential Election in the Russian Federation, March 14, 2004, available at: 
www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2004/06/3033_en.pdf.

16. Janis Ikstens, Daniel Smilov, Marcin Walecki (2001). Party and Campaign 
Funding in Eastern Europe: A Study of 18 Member Countries of the ACEEEO, avail-
able at: www.upd.oas.org/lab/Documents/fiapp/ld_cf_10_01_eng.pdf.

17. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.

18. Federal Law No. 67-FZ of June 12, 2002 On Basic Guarantees Of Electoral 
Rights And The Right Of Citizens Of The Russian Federation To Participate In A 
Referendum, Article 58, available at: www.legislationline.org/view.php?document=
57535&ref=true.

19. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.

20. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/
index.cfm.



89

ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Poland has a presidential-parliamentary system. Poland has a long history of 
elections. The year 1382 marks the beginning of the general assemblies of the 
whole kingdom, i.e., the Privy Council (a forerunner of the Polish Senate), 
district officials, the landed gentry, and representatives of chapters and cities 
meet to elect a king and to approve taxes. The Polish Sejm grew out of these 
assemblies and was formed in 1493 as a national body that passed laws with 
the agreement of the king, the Senate, and the Chamber of Deputies. The 
deputies were elected at regional Sejmiks (regional assemblies). From 1573, 
Polish kings were elected and Poland became an elective monarchy. The first 
modern and free elections where held as Poland in 1918. The first partially 
free elections in Poland’s post-war history were held in 1989, as a result of 
negotiations between the Communists and the Solidarity-led opposition. A 
one time “compartmentalized” election was set up, in which 65 percent of 
the Sejm seats, the lower chamber of Poland’s bicameral parliament, were 
allocated to the Communists and 35 percent were to be openly contested.1 
The Senate, the upper chamber of the parliament, was re-established and its 
members were to be elected through a free election.

The Sejm has 460 deputies elected for a four-year term through a pro-
portional representation system (PR). The Senate has one hundred deputies 
elected for a four-year term of office. In 1989, a majority was needed to win a 
seat in the Senate, but at subsequent Senate elections, plurality vote replaced 
majority vote.

Chapter Twelve

Poland
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WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Polish women received the right to vote in 1918.
In Poland, there are no constitutional or election law quotas for women in 

the national Parliament, but there are political party quotas: the Democratica 
Left Alliance (SLD), the Labour Union (UP), and the Freedom Union (UW) 
all have a 30 percent quota for women.2

Minorities

As of 2002, about 96.7 percent of the population in Poland was of Polish ori-
gin and its minorities were: German (0.4 percent), Belarusian (0.1 percent), 
Ukrainian (0.1 percent), other (2.7 percent ).3 Poland’s electoral law exempts 
ethnic minority parties from the requirement that they win 5 percent of the 
vote nationwide to qualify for seats in individual districts.4

Voting Age

The right to vote is held by all Polish citizens who are eighteen years or 
older and whose rights have not been revoked by a legally binding court 
decision.5

Felons

Poland allows prisoners to vote.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

National Elections

Polish citizens vote for elections to the Parliament—Sejm and Senate, presi-
dential elections (every five years), and local government elections (every 
four years). The first Polish elections for the European Parliament were held 
on June 13, 2004. The 20 percent turnout was the lowest in any Polish elec-
tion since the country’s transition to democracy in 1989.6 Poland has fifty-
four seats in the European Parliament (out of a total of 732 seats).
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The National Electoral Commission, a permanent organ, is responsible for 
the organization, conduct, and supervision of elections at the national level.7 
The Commission is appointed by the president of the Republic and consists of 
nine members: three judges of the Constitutional Tribunal, three judges of the 
Supreme Court, and three judges of the High Administrative Court.

In addition, there are constituency electoral commissions (also composed 
of judges), which are appointed separately for individual elections by the Na-
tional Electoral Commission, and district electoral commissions that are ap-
pointed (from among voters by the executive committees of the communes) 
for the conduct of voting in the polling districts.

The National Electoral Commission establishes the results of voting through-
out the country. The Supreme Court determines the validity of the elections 
after considering electoral protests, which can be lodged by any voter.

VOTING

Voting in Poland is not compulsory. The election is held on a non-working 
day.

Voting in general elections may only be done in person at a polling station 
on the day of the election; ill and disabled voters, prisoners, and Polish citi-
zens living abroad vote through special polling stations that are established in 
hospitals, social welfare homes, penitentiaries, Polish embassies and consul-
ates, and ships sailing under the Polish banner.8

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Donors do not have to disclose contributions, but parties do.9 There is also 
a ceiling on contributions to political parties. Contributions by an individual 
cannot exceed fifteen times the minimum monthly wage per year. There is no 
ceiling on how much a party can raise.

Foreign donations, donations by corporate donors, donations from trade 
unions, and anonymous sources are banned. There is no ban on donations from 
government contractors.
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Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Poland has provisions for public disclosure of expenditures by political 
parties. There is also a ceiling on party election expenditures. The limit 
per constituency is calculated by dividing the registered voters by 560 and 
multiplying the result by the numbers of deputies/senators elected in a given 
electoral constituency.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Public funding is available to parties based on performance in previous elec-
tions. Parties also have indirect public funding in the form of free media ac-
cess, but they do not have a special taxation status. Donors to political parties 
also do not have any taxation relief.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Voter turnout in Poland has been declining since its first free elections in 
1989, from 62.1 percent to 46.2 percent of registered voters (see Table 12.1) 
in 2001.

NOTES

1. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE). Poland: Between Frag-
mentation and Polarization, available at: www.aceproject.org/main/english/es/esy_pl
.htm.

2. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org/.

3. CIA World Factbook (2005). Poland, available at: www.cia.gov/cia/publications/
factbook/geos/pl.html.

4. U.S. Department of State (2004). Poland: Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices - 2003, available at: www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27858.htm.

5. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

6. BBC (2004). European Election: Poland, available at: news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/
bsp/hi/vote2004/euro/html/19.stm.

7. Sejm of the Republic of Poland. Electoral Law, available at: www.Sejm.gov.pl/
english/Sejm/pos.htm.

8. Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Electoral System, available at: www.poland.gov.pl/
?document=419.

9. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Hungary has a parliamentary system of government. Hungary’s parliament, 
the Országgyülés, is unicameral and has 386 members, elected for a four-year 
term: 176 members come from single-seat constituencies, and 210 members 
are elected through a party-list proportional representation system. Hungar-
ians cast two votes to elect the members of the Országgyülés: one for a single-
member constituency candidate and one for the district lists. No vote is cast 
for the national list. If no candidate obtains an absolute majority of the votes 
in the first ballot within the constituency, or if less than half of the registered 
voters cast ballots, a second ballot is held.1 In the latter case, all candidates 
may run again and the one who gets the most votes is declared elected, given 
that at least 25 percent of the constituency’s electorate have voted. If there is 
no absolute majority for any individual, all candidates who gained at least 15 
percent of the valid votes may run again; if this number is only one or two, 
the three with the most first-ballot votes are entitled to continue.2 Either way, 
the candidate with the most votes is declared elected, given that at least 25 
percent of the constituency’s electorate has voted.

The Hungarian Parliament was established by Acts IV and V in 1848.3 Act 
V provided for representative elections, which meant that members of the 
Parliament were to be elected by popular votes in constituencies rather than 
delegated by the counties. Elections for the Parliament were held that same 
year. Voting in the 1848 and 1865 as well as the thirteen elections held dur-
ing the period of the dual monarchy from 1867 to 1918 was by open ballot in 
constituencies.4 Voting rights remained practically the same throughout this 
period and were based on wealth, education, and local residence.

Chapter Thirteen

Hungary
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WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in 1918.5

Minorities

The national and ethnic minorities living in Hungary constitute part of the 
body politic, and have, among other rights, the right to establish local and 
national municipalities.6

Voting Age

The voting age is eighteen.

Felons

One is disqualified from voting in Hungary by court decision, imprisonment, 
and institutional medical care pursuant to criminal procedure.7

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Hungarians can directly elect the members of their Parliament, their mayors; 
the county and Budapest assemblies; and the municipal corporations of their 
local settlement or Budapest district. Hungarians also vote to elect twenty-
two representatives to the European Parliament.

The president of Hungary is elected by the Hungarian Parliament (Ország-
gyülés) to serve a five-year term.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The electoral authorities in Hungary span four levels—national, territorial, 
constituency, and polling station—and each has an election commission 
consisting of elected and party nominated members.8 Each level has a cor-
responding office that provides logistical and administrative support for the 
conduct of the election.

The National Election Commission (NEC) is the main custodian for the 
legality and fairness of the election process.9 The NEC interprets election 
laws and promotes uniform election practices; makes decisions about the 
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registration of candidates; approves the content of the ballots; determines the 
achievement of voting thresholds; publishes the election results; and decides 
in the first instance election cases that require national competence.10 County 
Election Commissions (CEC), Constituency (district) Election Commissions, 
and Polling Station Commissions (PSC) provide similar services in the juris-
dictions for which they are responsible. The NEC is established immediately 
after the elections are called and consists of five members elected by the 
Parliament and additional delegates appointed by political parties that qualify 
to present a national candidate list.11

The administrative management of the election process is done by the Na-
tional Election Office (NEO), which is part of the Ministry of the Interior.12 
The Election Office structure has a hierarchy of offices in the Ministry of the 
Interior at the county and district levels. They organize and conduct elections 
and provide information to voters and candidates.

Voter registration lists are updated regularly and maintained by the Central 
Data Processing Office of the Ministry of Interior and at the local level by the 
so-called “document offices.”13

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory.
Before being allowed to cast a ballot, the voter’s identity must be verified 

and the voter’s name must appear on the voter registration list.14 Each voter is 
required to sign the voter register thus acknowledging the receipt of a ballot, 
which is stamped with the official stamp before being issued to the voter.

Secrecy screens are provided to allow voters to vote in private, but voters are 
not obliged to use them. There is only one correct way to mark a ballot—by 
making “two intersecting lines” in the circle appearing next to the party or 
candidate’s name.

The overall electoral process in Hungary is highly computerized and deci-
sions are promptly made available to the public.15

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Hungary has provisions for the disclosure of contributions made to political 
parties. It is the responsibility of political parties, not donors, to disclose all 
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contributions received. There are no ceilings on how much a party can raise 
or how much a donor can contribute. Hungary does not ban foreign dona-
tions, but donations above a certain sum from outside the country must be 
disclosed. There is, however, a ban on corporate donations, donations from 
government contractors, and anonymous donations to political parties.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Hungary has provisions for public disclosure of expenditure by political par-
ties, but there is no ceiling on party expenditures. The ceiling is on spending 
per candidate and per election.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Parties are entitled to direct public funding based on performance at the 
previous election. Free media access and a special taxation status are also 
available.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout in parliamentarian election in Hungary has fluctuated, with a high of 
75 percent of registered voters in 1990 during the first post-communist elec-
tions and a low of 57 percent during the 1998 elections (see Table 13.1).

NOTES

1. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

2. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

3. Judit Villám, Dániel Szabó, György Gyarmati, István Soltész, and József Sisa 
(2006). The Hungarian National Assembly, available at: www.parlament.hu/fotitkar/
angol/book_2006.pdf.

4. Judit Villám, Dániel Szabó, György Gyarmati, István Soltész, and József Sisa 
(2006). The Hungarian National Assembly, available at: www.parlament.hu/fotitkar/
angol/book_2006.pdf.

5. Inter-Parliamentary Union. A World Chronology of the Recognition of Women’s 
Rights to Vote and to Stand for Election, available at: www.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage
.htm.

6. National Elections Office. Municipal Elections, available at: www.valasztas.hu/
en/01/1_0.html.
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 7. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

 8. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

 9. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

10. Ace Electoral Knowledge Network. Hungary: Voter Registration Case Study, 
available at: aceproject.org/s.

11. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

12. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

13. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

14. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf.

15. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (June 6, 2002). Hungary 
Parliamentary Elections: PSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission Final Report, 
available at: www.osce.org/documents/odihr/2002/06/1430_en.pdf. 
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Egypt has a parliamentary system of government. Egypt has a bicameral 
parliament that consists of the People’s Assembly (Majlis Al-Chaab) and the 
Advisory Council (Majlis Ash-Shura). The People’s Assembly has 444 mem-
bers elected by popular vote to serve a five-year term and ten members who 
are appointed by the president to serve a five-year term. The Advisory Coun-
cil has 176 members elected by popular vote to serve a six-year term and 
eighty-eight members appointed by the president to serve a six-year term.1 
The country has a two-round system, in which a second election is held if no 
candidate or party achieves a given level of votes in the first election round.

In 1952, an authoritarian system was established in Egypt, but parliamen-
tary elections continued to be held.2 These were not competitive, but were 
a mechanism for the regime to co-opt into parliament politically acceptable 
local notables and serve as a way to diffuse pressures for participation. In the 
1960s, a dual-member constituency system was introduced, in which one of 
two seats was reserved for a worker or peasant as an attempt to draw such 
people into the electoral process. This system was later replaced with large 
multimember districts in which party lists competed, which reduced the influ-
ence of local notables vis-à-vis the government as well as the regime’s ability 
to co-opt them since many refused to run for election under this system. The 
guarantee of half of the seats for workers and peasants was also revoked.

Currently, for elections to the People’s Assembly, each of Egypt’s 222 
electoral districts elects two members, one of which must be a worker/farmer, 
by absolute majority of valid votes cast.

Chapter Fourteen

Egypt
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WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

In 1956, Egyptian women were given the right to vote and stand for office in 
parliamentary elections.

Voting Age

Egyptian citizens (or people naturalized for at least five years) aged eighteen 
or older have the right to vote.

Felons

Persons convicted of a felony, those whose property is under sequestration, 
imprisonment for certain crimes, civil servants or employees of the public 
sector dismissed for dishonorable reasons (in five years preceding election), 
and persons placed under guardianship within five years of election are in-
eligible to vote.3

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

The elected offices in Egypt are those for members of the People’s Assem-
bly and the Advisory Council. In 2005, President Hosni Mubarak proposed 
amending the Egyptian constitution to allow, for the first time in Egypt’s 
history, competitive, multicandidate presidential elections. The constitutional 
amendment was drafted by Parliament and approved by public referendum 
in late May 2005 thus allowing for the President to be elected for a six-year 
term by popular vote. Elections for President were first held in Egypt in Sep-
tember 2005.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The High Elections Commission oversees the parliamentary electoral pro-
cess. The Commission consists of eleven members (of which six are sitting 
or retired judges) including: the Minister of Justice (chairman); three sitting 
judges, whose rank is equivalent to that of a vice president of the Court of 
Appeals, chosen by the Supreme Judicial Council; three retired and non-
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partisan judges chosen by Parliament; three public and non-partisan figures 
chosen by Parliament; and one representative of the Ministry of Interior.4 The 
Commission oversees the preparation of voter lists, recommends rules for 
defining electoral districts, establishes rules regulating electoral campaigns 
and the electoral process, contributes to awareness efforts related to elections, 
monitors compliance with codes of ethics related to elections, announces 
referendum and election results, and expresses opinions on draft laws related 
to elections. The voter registration process is carried out by committees es-
tablished by the Ministry of Interior and under guidelines established by the 
High Elections Commission.

With the introduction of elections for the presidential position in 2005, a 
Presidential Election Commission (PEC), a ten-member independent body 
composed of current and former judges and other public figures, was cre-
ated to oversee the presidential election process. Five of the PEC members 
are chosen by the Parliament. The PEC has the sole authority to approve the 
candidates, supervise the electoral process, and tally the results. It is the final 
authority (its decision has no appeal) on any contestation or challenge to the 
elections.

VOTING

Voting is compulsory and failure to do so results in a fine of £E20.5 Officers 
and members of the armed forces and police forces are exempted from this 
obligation during their service.6 In order to vote, one must present a voting 
card and be on the registered voters list. Voters cast their ballots on balloting 
cards provided to them by the head of the polling station.7 The card is sealed 
and carries the date of the election or referendum. The voter is directed to the 
voting booth and, after marking the ballot, returns the card folded to the head 
of the station while the polling station secretary places a tick in front of the 
name of the voter who cast his/her vote.

 People with disabilities, who cannot cast their votes by themselves, may 
express their opinions verbally to be heard only by the members of the com-
mittee in charge of the polling station. The secretary records the voter’s 
opinion in his/her balloting card, which will be signed by the head of the 
station. The counting of votes takes place in the presence of the heads of the 
sub-polling stations, each one counting the votes of his station. The counting 
committee may request them to take care of the counting process under its 
supervision.
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THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Candidates are not allowed to accept donations from Egyptians living abroad 
or from foreigners and campaign contributions are audited by the Central 
Auditing Agency.8

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

During the 2005 parliamentary elections, the Parliamentary Election Com-
mission, chaired by the justice minister, set a campaign spending limit of 
70,000 Egyptian pounds (about $12,150) per candidate.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Presidential candidates in 2005 were entitled to receive 500,000 pounds 
($87,000) from the state.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

From 1976 to 2000, less than 30 percent of the voting age population cast a 
ballot in parliamentary elections despite the fact that voting in Egypt is com-
pulsory (see Table 14.1).

NOTES

1. IFES Election Guide. Country profile: Egypt, available at: www.electionguide
.org/country.php?ID=65.

2. Country Studies. Egypt, available at: http://countrystudies.us/egypt/121.htm.
3. Inter-Parliamentary Union, available at: www.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/2097.htm.
4. Egypt State Information Service. People’s Assembly Election 2005: The 

Electoral Process, available at: www.sis.gov.eg/En/Politics/Parliamentary/pross/
041301000000000001.htm.

5. Inter-Parliamentary Union, available at: www.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/2097
.htm.

6. International Foundation for Election Systems. Arab Election Law Compen-
dium: Egypt, available at: www.arabelectionlaw.net/eleclaw_eng.php?country=3.
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7. International Foundation for Election Systems. Arab Election Law Compen-
dium: Egypt, available at: www.arabelectionlaw.net/eleclaw_eng.php?country=3.

8. Khairi Abaza (August 16, 2005). “Presidential Election Rules in Egypt: Mul-
tiple Problems.” PolicyWatch No. 1025. The Washington Institute for Near East Pol-
icy, available at: www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC05.php?CID=2358; BBC 
News (November 8, 2005). Guide to Egypt’s Election, available at: http://news.bbc
.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/4417150.stm.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The state of Israel was founded in 1948 and is a parliamentary democracy 
with an electoral system based on nationwide proportional representation. 
The entire country is treated as a single electoral district insofar as the dis-
tribution of Knesset seats is concerned. The House of Representatives of the 
state of Israel, the Knesset, is unicameral and has 120 members representing 
numerous lists that are elected every four years. The electoral system is based 
primarily on the Basic Law: the Knesset of 1958 and the Knesset Elections 
Law of 1969. In accordance with the Parties Law of 1992, only registered 
parties can present a list of candidates and participate in the elections.

Elections were first held in Israel in 1949.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in Israel in 1948. Israel has no constitu-
tional quota for women in the Knesset, but parties have quotas for political 
candidates.

Minorities

About 19.5 percent of the population in Israel is Arab, but has been granted 
Israeli citizenship since Israel’s foundation and can participate in the coun-
try’s political life by electing officials at the municipal and national levels.

Chapter Fifteen

Israel
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Voting Age

Every citizen of the state of Israel over the age of eighteen years has the right 
to participate in elections for the Knesset. For local government elections, the 
minimum voting age is seventeen.1

Felons

Prisoners are allowed to vote.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

In addition to voting for members of the Knesset and the prime minister, who 
are directly elected by all eligible voters, Israeli citizens can also vote every 
five years for local government bodies: municipalities (which manage the 
larger urban areas with populations over 20,000), local councils (which man-
age towns with populations between 2,000 and 20,000), and regional councils 
(which manage several villages or localities within a certain radius). Resi-
dents vote for a party list of candidates and the number of seats that each party 
gets is proportional to the percentage of votes received by the party.2 Until 
the 1973 municipal elections, mayors and members of the municipal councils 
were elected by universal, secret, direct, and proportional balloting for party 
lists the same way as Knesset members were elected.3 Council members in 
turn chose mayors and municipal council chairpersons. This process changed 
after 1978, when mayoral candidates began to be elected directly by voters 
in a specific municipality, while members of municipal and local councils 
continued to be elected according to party list performance and on the basis 
of proportional representation.4

The president of Israel, who serves a term of seven years and whose office 
is mainly ceremonial, is elected by a simple majority of the Knesset and is 
nominated on the basis of his personal stature and contribution to the state.5

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Central Elections Committee is the body responsible for carrying out 
elections to the Knesset.6 The Committee is formed within sixty days of the 
induction of the newly formed Knesset, and continues to function until the 
next committee is formed. The Committee consists of Knesset members (or 
their delegates) representing various parliamentary groups. For every par-
liamentary group with four or more members, there is one member in the 
Central Elections Committee per four members of Knesset. The Committee 
is chaired by a Supreme Court justice. The duties of the Committee include 
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the authorization and registration of lists, the financing of elections, the orga-
nization and implementation of the election day, the publication of election 
results, and appeals on the results.

The Ministry of Internal Affairs (MIA) is responsible for the organization 
and administration of local authority elections and preparation of electoral 
rolls for national (Knesset) elections.7 The National Elections Supervisory 
Commission, a staff division within the MIA, supervises and organizes 
elections for local authorities, regional councils, local committees in non-
cooperative settlements, and agricultural committees. The Commission also 
supervises elections to the Histadrut, the largest workers’ organization in 
Israel, and maintains the voter registers.8

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory. Election day is a public holiday. People who are 
not mobile or handicapped are able to vote at special polling stations set up 
specifically for them.9

Prior to voting, prospective voters must identify themselves before the 
secretary of the polling station committee only with his/her official identity 
card issued by the Ministry of the Interior. The citizen receives an envelope 
stamped by the Central Elections Committee and its chairman, which also has 
the signature of two members of the polling station committee. In the voting 
booth, the citizen can find slips of paper representing all of the lists running 
for the Knesset. The voter chooses only one slip, which represents the party 
he/she wants to vote for, and places it into the envelope and seals the enve-
lope. In the booth, there will also be blank white slips of paper, which the 
citizen can use to write (in Hebrew or Arabic only) the name of the party list 
and its respective letter.

Blank white slips of paper are considered invalid votes and are not counted. 
If there are more than two slips or if there are two different slips, the vote is 
considered invalid. If there are two slips for the same party list, only one will 
be counted.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Israel has provisions for the disclosure of contributions to political parties, but 
donors do not have to disclose contributions.10 Disclosure is a responsibility 
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that falls upon the parties. They are required to provide information on all con-
tributions received, regardless of the amount. There is a ceiling on how much 
donors can give to parties annually, but there is no ceiling on how much parties 
can raise. Foreign, corporate, and anonymous donations are forbidden.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Disclosure provisions for party expenditures exist, but there is no ceiling on 
how much can be spent.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Public funding is available to political parties based on their number of seats 
in the outgoing Knesset. New parties receive a similar allocation retroactively 
for each member elected. Indirect public funding, such as free media access 
and a special tax status (during election time, persons working for the elec-
tions are entitled to tax exemptions; donors to parties are also entitled to tax 
credits) is also available.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout ranged between 77 and 87 percent until 2001 when it declined to 62 
percent of registered voters and remained in the sixtieth percentile through 
2006 (see Table 15.1).

NOTES

1. Israel Information Center (2005). A Free People in Our Land: Israeli Democ-
racy and Pluralism, available at: www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/ACAD1BDE-9179
-4243-8428-320BFC319D58/0/AFreePeopleinourLand.pdf.

2. Israel Information Center (2005). A Free People in Our Land: Israeli Democ-
racy and Pluralism, available at: www.mfa.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/ACAD1BDE-9179
-4243-8428-320BFC319D58/0/AFreePeopleinourLand.pdf.

3. Library of Congress. Israel, available at: http://countrystudies.us/israel/85.htm.
4. Library of Congress. Israel, available at: http://countrystudies.us/israel/85.htm.
5. Library of Congress. Israel, available at: http://countrystudies.us/israel/85.htm.
6. The Knesset. About the Central Elections Committee, available at: www

.knesset.gov.il/elections17/eng/cec/CecAboutGeneral_eng.htm.
7. Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Ministry of Internal Affairs, available at: www

.israel-mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2001/4/Ministry%20of%20the%20
Interior.
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 8. Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Ministry of Internal Affairs, available at: www
.israel-mfa.gov.il/MFA/MFAArchive/2000_2009/2001/4/Ministry%20of%20the%
20Interior.

 9. The Knesset. About the Elections in Israel, available at: www.knesset.gov.il/
elections16/eng/about/about_elections_eng.htm.

10. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Data-
base on Political Finance Laws and Regulations, available at: www.idea.int/matrix/.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, a hereditary monarchy, has a bicameral 
legislature, the National Assembly (Majlis al-Umma), which is composed of 
the House of Notables or Senate (Majlis al-Ayan) and the House of Represen-
tatives (Majlis al-Nuwaab). The king appoints the fifty-five members of the 
House of Notables for four-year terms. Until 2001, the House of Representa-
tives had eighty members elected for four-year terms under a plurality system 
from twenty-one multi-member constituencies with each constituency elect-
ing between two and nine seats. The new Elections Law of 2001 raised the 
number of House of Representatives seats from eighty to 104 and increased 
the number of constituencies from twenty-one to forty-four. In 2003, a royal 
decree allocated an additional six seats to women, thus increasing the number 
of seats to 110.

Jordan’s electoral system has undergone substantial changes. In 1957, 
all political parties were banned. Up to 1993, the Kingdom went through 
a period of political unrest due to the conflicts in the region, constitutional 
amendments, amendments of the election laws, and suspension or delays of 
elections.1 During the latter 1970s and early 1980s, the Jordanian National 
Assembly was suspended and legislative powers reverted to the executive 
branch. An appointed National Consultative Council (NCC) was created to 
advise and support the executive. The NCC served in this capacity from 1978 
to 1984, when the government announced a return to a parliamentary form 
of governance and reconvened the National Assembly.2 This Assembly ruled 
until the 1989 elections, when a new one was chosen.

In 1989, Jordan held its first competitive election in nearly thirty years. 
For that election, Jordan used the block vote electoral system to elect an 
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eighty-member legislature. Out of these seats, eight were reserved for Chris-
tians and another three for Circassians. In 1993, the government introduced 
the single non-transferable vote system (SNTV).

Jordan’s first National Assembly elections were held in 1929.3

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

In 1955, Jordanian women gained the right to vote, but not stand for elec-
tion, which was restricted to women with primary education or above.4 This 
condition was dropped in 1960. In 1974, women were accorded the full right 
to vote and stand for election. However, since the Jordanian National Assem-
bly stopped working from 1968 to 1984, the first parliamentary elections in 
which women voted were held in 1989.5

Minorities

The Jordanian National Assembly has nine seats reserved for Christians and 
three for the Circassian and Chechen minorities.

Voting Age

All Jordanian citizens over the age of eighteen have the right to vote.

Felons

Those sentenced to a year or more for a non-political crime are ineligible to 
vote.6

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elections in Jordan are held to elect members of the National Assembly. In 
addition, a 2007 law allows Jordanians to elect the presidents of municipal 
councils (except the council of Greater Amman where voters elect half the 
members and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs appoints the other half as 
well as the council’s president) and a member of those councils. The previous 
2003 law allowed voters to elect only half of every municipal council while 
the other half was appointed by the Ministry of Municipal Affairs. The Min-
istry had also appointed the heads of all municipal councils.
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Ministry of Interior administers the entire election process.7 The minister of 
the interior chairs the Higher Committee for Election Supervision, which also 
includes the secretary-general of the Ministry, the director-general of the Civil 
Affairs and Passports Department, a high-ranking judge named by the chairman 
of the Judicial Council, and the head of the relevant department at the Ministry 
of the Interior.8 The Higher Committee for Election Supervision settles all issues 
relayed by the Central Election Committees in the various governorates. The 
minister also forms a special committee, headed by an administrative governor, 
which deals with the task of filling the additional seats designated for women.9

In every governorate a Central Election Committee is formed by the min-
ister of the interior and is headed by the governor. In every electoral district, 
the governor forms a committee headed by an administrative governor to 
supervise the electoral process. Each committee also includes a judge and a 
civil affairs employee.

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory and is direct and universal.
To vote, Jordanians need to register and present their personal identity 

cards.10 After casting a ballot, the voter receives back his/her identity card 
from the polling station officials, which is stamped to ascertain that the voter 
has already cast a ballot in the election.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Political propaganda must not attack other candidates or instigate tribal, regional, 
or sectarian strife.11 Also, there are restrictions on where one can advertise: elec-
tion propaganda in government departments or ministries is forbidden.

Candidates are forbidden to give gifts, donations, or assistance and to 
promise such items; people are also forbidden from requesting them. Parties 
do not have access to direct public funding.12

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout in elections is quite low: around 58 percent of registered voters cast 
ballots in the last elections in 2003 (see Table 16.1). The turnout numbers are 
even lower when looking at turnout for the voting age population.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Nigeria is a federal republic with a presidential system. It has a first-past-
the-post electoral system and the representatives of its bicameral National 
Assembly, as well as the president, are directly elected by the electorate. 
The winner of the electoral race is the person who wins the most votes, even 
though he/she might not have the absolute majority of votes.

Since its independence from Great Britain in 1960, Nigeria has had civilian 
rule for only fifteen years. For the rest of the time, it was under military rule, 
until its presidential election in 1999. For a short period in 1993, a civilian-led 
government was installed, but the military seized power after three months 
and General Sani Abacha took over the country and solidified his dictatorship 
by jailing and executing dissenters. Abacha allowed five political parties to 
exist, but all of them had to nominate him for the presidency.

Following the sudden death of Abacha in 1998, General Abdulsalami 
Abubakar assumed power and began a process of democratic reforms, such as 
legalizing political parties, releasing political prisoners, and allowing for free-
dom of the press. Elections were scheduled for February 1999 and voter reg-
istration began in October 1998, just four months before the election. Power 
was to be handed over to a civilian government in May 1999, after a series 
of elections scheduled for December 5, 1998 (local government), January 9, 
1999 (state assembly and governors), February 20, 1999 (national assembly), 
and February 27, 1999 (presidential). The winner of the presidential election, 
with 62.78 percent of the valid votes, was Olusegun Obasanjo.1
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On April 12, 2003, elections were held for the two houses of Nigeria’s 
National Assembly: the House of Representatives (360 seats) and the Sen-
ate (109 seats). The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) 
reported that about thirty political parties had candidates in this election. In 
contrast, only two parties participated in the 1999 elections.2

On April 19, 2003, Nigeria also held its presidential election. Among the 
nineteen registered candidates, there was one woman. The main contenders 
in the race were the incumbent President Obasanjo, from the People’s Demo-
cratic Party (PDP), and Mr. Muhammadu Buhari, a former military ruler from 
the All Nigeria People’s Party (ANPP). This was the first time since indepen-
dence that the country transferred power from one civilian administration to 
another without the intervention of the military.3 However, the elections were 
accompanied by a cycle of political violence including Christian-Muslim ri-
ots in northern Nigeria. On election day, there were at least two dozen deaths, 
hundreds fled from their homes, and there was a boycott in the oil-producing 
Niger Delta.4

The general and presidential elections were observed by about 70,000 local 
and international observers, including observers from the European Union 
(EU) and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). 
ECOWAS observers declared the legislative and presidential elections as 
“free, fair and transparent” while most other observers, particularly those 
from the European Parliament, objected that the elections, while more peace-
ful than expected, suffered from significant flaws.5

The outcome of the elections were Obasanjo’s election to the presidency 
with 54.5 percent of the votes and 213 seats in the House of Representatives. 
The main opposition parties, the ANPP and the Alliance for Democracy 
(AD), received ninety-five and thirty-one seats, respectively. The ruling party 
won seventy-three seats in the Senate, while the ANPP took twenty-eight and 
the AD six seats.6 The election results were rejected by the opposition. Mr. 
Obasanjo was sworn in for a second term on May 29, 2003.

The elections held in 1959, 1979, 1993, and 1999 are considered to be the 
most free, fair, and peacefully conducted elections in Nigeria, whereas those 
in 1964 and 1983 are considered to be violent and disrupting.7 This is ex-
plained by the fact that the former were ‘transition’ elections and the regimes 
in power and responsible for organizing the elections were to transfer power 
to a democratic civilian regime (for example, in 1959 the British colonial 
regime aimed to transfer power to Nigerian self-government), while in the 
latter elections the incumbent regime was reluctant to hand over power to a 
successor.8

During the last decade, Nigeria has made advancements toward democratic 
practices. Its Freedom House rating (see Table 17.1) has moved from seven 
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on the scale for political rights, which indicates absent or virtually nonex-
istent political rights, to four, which is indicative of an environment where 
there are some elements of political rights, including reasonably free elec-
tions. Improvements in civil liberties have also been observed.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in several stages. The first to receive suf-
frage (federal) were the women in the Eastern Region in 1954; then, in 1955, 
women in the Western Region received suffrage, if they paid taxes.9 Next, 
women in the South (which is mostly Christian) received suffrage in 1958, 
while those in the North (which is mostly Muslim) received it in 1978.10 
Women received the right to stand for election in 1958.11 As of the 2003 elec-
tions, more women received seats in the House of Representatives than in the 
Senate (see Table 17.2).

Age and Citizenship

The Nigerian Constitution establishes that citizens of Nigeria, who have at-
tained the age of eighteen and are residing in Nigeria at the time of the reg-
istration of voters for purposes of election to a legislative house, are entitled 
to register as a voter.12

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Nigerians vote for president and members of both chambers of the National 
Assembly, the Senate and the House of Representatives. There are also local 
government council (municipal) elections and elections for state assemblies 
(regional).

Table 17.2. Women Elected during the 2003 National Assembly Elections 

National Assembly

 House of Representatives Senate

Men 336 106
Women 22 3
Women (as percent of total) 6.11% 2.75%

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

There have been electoral bodies in Nigeria since the pre-Independence era, 
when the Electoral Commission of Nigeria (ECN) was established to conduct 
elections in 1959.13 A year later, the Federal Electoral Commission (FEC) 
was established. The FEC conducted the post-independence federal and re-
gional elections of 1964 and 1965 respectively, but was dissolved after the 
military coup of 1966. In 1978, the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO) 
was established by General Obasanjo. This electoral body organized the gen-
eral elections of 1979 and of 1983. It was dissolved in 1983 by the military 
administration of General Mohammed Buhari.

In 1987, the military coup of General Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida es-
tablished the National Electoral Commission (NEC) to conduct elections, 
but it was dissolved twice in 1993: once after the annulled presidential elec-
tion in June and then after the military coup of General Sani Abacha, who 
came to power in November 1993. In December 1995, General Sani Abacha 
established the National Electoral Commission of Nigeria (NECON), which 
conducted elections from Local Government Councils to National Assembly. 
In 1998, after the death of General Sani Abacha, General Abdulsalam Abu-
bakar dissolved NECON and established the Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC).

INEC is the electoral body that currently administers elections in Nigeria. 
INEC organized the transitional elections that ushered in the 4th Republic 
on May 29, 1999. The Commission has offices in all the thirty-six state 
capitals and 774 local governments established by the 1999 Constitution.14 
The Commission consists of a chairman, the chief national electoral com-
missioner, and the chief executive of the commission, and twelve other 
members known as national electoral commissioners. The chairman and 
members of the commission are not less than fifty and forty years of age 
respectively and persons of unquestionable integrity. The chairman and the 
twelve other members are nominated for their positions by the president and 
their nominations must be confirmed by the Senate. They all have a tenure 
of five years.

INEC is responsible for dealing with practically all aspects of the electoral 
process except adjudication. It delimits constituencies; registers voters and 
maintains the electoral roll; registers political parties and monitors their ac-
tivities; and administers all aspects of elections.15

The lack of independence of the INEC has been criticized from two 
main standpoints. On one side, criticisms have been that its independence 
is jeopardized by the fact that it lacks autonomous sources of funding, since 
its funding has to be approved and provided by the executive branch.16 Its 
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independence has also been under question due to the fact that the president 
appoints the members of the Commission.17

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory and is done through paper ballots.
Since parts of the country are predominantly Muslim, the electoral law 

contains a provision that election officials “shall separate the queue between 
men and women if in that area of the country the culture is such that it does 
not permit the mingling of men and women in the same queue.”18

Citizens have voter cards, which are stamped and dated to indicate the 
voter has already cast a ballot. Another measure to ensure the integrity of 
elections is putting indelible ink on the left-hand thumbnail of each voter who 
has been issued a ballot.19

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Political parties in Nigeria gather and spend massive amounts of money. It 
is reported that some candidates for the 1992 presidential primary election 
spent over $204 million dollars. At a pre-election fundraiser meeting of the 
People’s Democratic Party, whose candidate won the election, over $11.6 
million dollars were raised.20

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

The 1999 Constitution stipulates that no political party shall be entitled to 
retain any funds or assets remitted or sent to it from outside Nigeria.21

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

The 2002 Electoral Act stipulates that election expenses incurred by a politi-
cal party for the purpose of management or the conduct of an election are not 
to exceed in the aggregate the sum of multiplying twenty Naira (about $.15) 
by the number of names appearing in the final voters’ list for each constitu-
ency where there is a candidate sponsored by the Political Party.22 In the event 
that election expenses surpass the limit stipulated in the Electoral Act, a party 
is liable on conviction to a fine of 500,000 Naira.23
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Nigeria has no disclosure laws for the amounts of money raised by political 
parties and election campaigns.24

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Nigeria does not have direct public funding for candidates and parties and 
does not allow for free TV time for them.25

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout during Nigeria’s last two parliamentary elections has fluctuated sub-
stantively. In 1999, it was 85 percent while in 2003, it was a mere 50 percent 
of registed voters (see Table 17.3). Turnout for the presidential election has 
also shown fluctuation, but in the opposite direction: from about 52 percent 
in 1999 to 69 percent of registed voters in 2003 (see Table 17.4).

NOTES

 1. The Nigeria Congress, 1999 Election Results, available at: www.nigeriacongress
.org/assembly/results.htm.

 2. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2363_E.htm.

 3. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2363_E.htm.

 4. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2363_E.htm.

 5. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2363_E.htm.

 6. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Parline Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
parline-e/reports/2363_E.htm.

 7. Centre for Democracy and Development, Briefing on Nigeria’s 2003 Elec-
tions, available at: www.cdd.org.uk/Briefing_Nig_Elections.htm.

 8. Centre for Democracy and Development, Briefing on Nigeria’s 2003 Elec-
tions, available at: www.cdd.org.uk/Briefing_Nig_Elections.htm.

 9. International Museum of Women, Chronology of Worldwide Women’s Suf-
frage, available at: www.imow.org/SuffrageChron_3.htm.

10. Inter-Parliamentary Union, Women’s Suffrage: A World Chronology of the 
Recognition of Women’s Rights to Vote and to Stand for Election, available at: www
.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage.htm.

11. UNDP, Human Development Indicators 2003, available at: www.undp.org/
hdr2003/indicator/cty_f_NGA.html.
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12. Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Section 77 (2), available at: 
www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm#Elections_
to_NatAss.

13. Nigeria Independent National Electoral Commission, available at: www
.inecnigeria.org/About%20INEC.htm.

14. Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), available at: www
.inecnigeria.org/About%20INEC.htm.

15. Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC), available at: www
.inecnigeria.org/About%20INEC.htm.

16. European Union, EU Election Observation Mission Nigeria 2003, available at: 
www.eueomnigeria.org/f-report.html.

17. International Foundation for Election Systems (2003), Report to the Inde-
pendent National Electoral Commission (INEC) of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 
available at: www.ifes.org/reg_activities/Pdf/Nigeria_Electoral_Review_Team.pdf.

18. 2002 Electoral Act, Part II, Section 42, available at: www.inecnigeria.org/
Electoral%20laws/Electoral_Act_2002.htm#nationalregister.

19. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE), Election Integrity, avail-
able at: www.aceproject.org/main/english/ei/eix_m025.htm.

20. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Funding 
of Political Parties and Elections in Africa, available at: www.idea.int/publications/
funding_parties/chapter_2.pdf.

21. Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Section 225 (3b), avail-
able at: www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm
#PoliticalParties.

22. 2002 Electoral Act, Part III, Section 84, available at: www.inecnigeria.org/
Electoral%20laws/Electoral_Act_2002.htm#nationalregister.

23. 2002 Electoral Act, Part III, Section 84, available at: www.inecnigeria.org/
Electoral%20laws/Electoral_Act_2002.htm#nationalregister.

24. Institute for Democracy in South Africa (2003), Regulation of Private Funding 
to Political Parties, available at: www.idasa.org.za/gbOutputFiles.asp?WriteContent
=Y&RID=482.

25. Institute for Democracy in South Africa (2003), Regulation of Private Funding 
to Political Parties, available at: www.idasa.org.za/gbOutputFiles.asp?WriteContent
=Y&RID=482.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

South Africa has a parliamentary system of government. The first multi-party 
democratic elections in South Africa were held in April 1994, putting an end 
to 300 years of colonialism and four decades of apartheid. The elections were 
conducted under a form of national list proportional representation (PR). The 
elections of April 1994 signaled a major breakthrough in South Africa as po-
litical control was shifting from the white minority to the black majority.

South Africa has a bicameral parliament, which is elected every five years. 
It consists of the National Assembly (Volksraad) and the National Council 
of Provinces (Nationale Raad van Provinses). Half of the members of the 
National Assembly, 200 members, are elected from nine provincial lists and 
the other half elected from a single national list.1 The choice of a PR system 
is seen as crucial for creating an atmosphere of inclusiveness and reconcili-
ation. The other chamber of Parliament, the National Council of Provinces 
(Nationale Raad van Provinses), consists of ninety members, who are indi-
rectly elected.

During the last decade, South Africa has made advances toward democratic 
practices with the abolition of apartheid and the holding of elections open to 
all sectors of society. The Freedom House ratings (see Table 18.1 below) are 
a reflection of this progress.

WHO CAN VOTE?

During most of the twentieth century, the franchise in South Africa was ra-
cially restricted. This resulted in an arrangement where the white minority 
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had voting rights which most of the black majority did not have until the end 
of apartheid and the 1994 elections.2 White males were enfranchised from 
1910, but there were property and education requirements in some territories. 
In 1931, the vote was extended to all white men.

Very few Asian, black, and Indian voters were enfranchised before the 
establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910 and until the 1994 
elections, they were subject to restrictions and inconsistent voting rights. 
For example, Indian and colored voters were removed from the common 
municipal registers in Natal and the Cape in 1964 and 1968, but were re-
enfranchised in 1984 after the establishment of the Tricameral Parliament. 
This parliament had a House of Representatives for Colored Affairs and 
a House of Delegates for Indian Affairs. The white population was rep-
resented by the House of Assembly. The Tricameral Parliament ceased to 
exist in 1994.

Women

White women gained the right to vote in 1930. In 1994, black women also 
received that right.

South Africa does not have a constitutional or election law quota or regula-
tion for women’s representation in the National Parliament, but the Municipal 
Structures Act of 1998 establishes that political parties should “seek to en-
sure” that 50 percent of the candidates on the election lists at the local level 
are women.3 There is no penalty if this is not complied with.

In the 1994 elections, the African National Congress (ANC) established an 
internal quota that commits the party to ensuring that at least 30 percent of 
their PR list is comprised of women.4 At the local level, the ANC has adopted 
a 50 percent quota for women on party lists.

Voting Age

South African citizens over the age of eighteen who are living in the country 
at the time of the election may vote providing their name appears on the Vot-
ers’ Roll. 

Felons

Before the April 2004 election, South Africa’s Constitutional Court ruled 
that all South African prisoners have the right to vote, stating that the gov-
ernment’s December 2003 decision to limit prisoner voting to those awaiting 
trial was unconstitutional.5
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WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elections in South Africa are held for national, provincial, and municipal 
bodies.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

South Africa has an independent electoral commission, which was first con-
vened in December 1993. The Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) is a 
permanent body created by the Constitution to promote and safeguard democ-
racy in South Africa. It is accountable to the parliament, but is independent of 
the government. Its task is the impartial management of free and fair elections 
at all levels of government.

The Commission is composed of at least three people and one of them 
must be a judge. To be appointed a member of the Commission, one must be 
a South African citizen with a high party-political profile. The commissioners 
are appointed for a period of seven years unless they resign, die at an earlier 
date, or are removed from office on grounds of misconduct, incapacity, or 
incompetence.

One of the duties of the IEC, stemming from the Constitution and the Elec-
toral Commission Act, is to compile and maintain a national common voters’ 
roll.6 The IEC is also responsible for all the logistics of running elections 
and for overseeing political party financing and keeping parties informed of 
relevant rules and regulations. The chief electoral officer of the IEC is re-
sponsible for the management and administration of the Represented Political 
Parties’ Fund, from which funds are allocated for public funding of parties, 
and is its accounting officer and CEO.

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory.
Voters queue outside their voting station entrance, and their names are 

checked against the voters’ roll. To prevent multiple voting, the voter’s 
thumb is examined under an ultra-violet scanner for traces of the indelible ink 
that is applied to everyone who has voted.

After this procedure, citizens are issued two ballot papers: one to elect 
members of the National Assembly and the other to elect members of the 
relevant provincial legislature. Each ballot paper has a list of all registered 
political parties and alongside each party name one can find other identifying 
information, such as the photograph of the party leader, the party’s logo, and 
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a block where voters can make their mark. After the vote is marked, the ballot 
is cast in a sealed ballot box.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Political parties can obtain funds from their members and from other sources, 
such as business (both local and foreign) and civil society groupings.7 There 
is no ban on the sources of the funds: they can come from private domestic or 
foreign sources, from anonymous contributors, trade unions, etc.8

There are no provisions of disclosure of political party income and there 
are no ceilings on how much a political party can raise.9

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

There is no provision for public disclosure of expenditures by political parties 
and there is no ceiling on party election expenditures.10

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Public funding is available to parties under the Public Funding of Represented 
Political Parties Act of 1997, which governs party eligibility and the alloca-
tions they receive from the Represented Political Parties’ Fund. Parties are 
entitled to public funding for any financial year that they are represented in 
the National Assembly or in any provincial legislature or both in the National 
Assembly and in any provincial legislature.11 Parties that receive allocations 
from the fund must keep a separate account with a bank in the Republic, 
where the allocations are deposited. The funds are intended for general party 
administration, political education, promotion of active political participa-
tion, and other party activities.

Indirect public funding is also available in the form of free media access, 
but parties do not have a special taxation status nor do they receive any taxa-
tion relief.12

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

During the first free elections in 1994, turnout was 85.5 percent of the voting 
age population (see Table 18.2). For 2004, voter turnout was 76.7 percent.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

India has a parliamentary system of government. The parliament consists 
of the president, the Lok Sabha (House of the People), and the Rajya Sabha 
(Council of States).1 The president appoints the prime minister, who runs the 
government, according to the political composition of the Lok Sabha.

Elections to the Lok Sabha are carried out every five years using a first-
past-the-post electoral system, a legacy of the British colonialism that ended 
in 1947. The Constitution limits its members to 550.2 Scheduled castes and 
tribes are also entitled to representation. They have reserved constituencies 
where only candidates from these communities can stand for election.3 The 
Lok Sabha can be dissolved by the president who can call a general election 
before five years is up, if the government can no longer command the confi-
dence of the Lok Sabha, and if there is no alternative government available 
to take over.

The members of the Rajya Sabha are elected indirectly by each state, using 
the single transferable vote system. They can serve for six years. The number 
of members returned by each state is roughly in proportion to its population.

The president can nominate two members of the Lok Sabha if the represen-
tation of the Anglo-Indian community is inadequate, and twelve members of 
the Rajya Sabha, to represent literature, science, art, and social services.4

WHO CAN VOTE?

Currently, the electoral system of India is based on the principle of universal 
adult suffrage, which was introduced after the end of British colonial rule and 
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the adoption of the Indian Constitution in 1950.5 The right to vote is irrespec-
tive of caste, creed, religion, or gender.

Women

Women were granted the vote in 1950.
The 73rd and 74th Amendments to the Indian Constitution, which came 

into effect in 1994, require that 33 percent of seats in all local bodies (pan-
chayats and municipalities) be reserved for women.6 There are sanctions for 
non-compliance with these requirements. Some Indian parties also have quo-
tas for women. The Indian National Congress has a 15 percent quota and the 
Assa People’s Council has a 35 percent quota.7

Minorities

The Indian Constitution reserves 22 percent of all seats for historically disad-
vantaged groups known as scheduled castes (seventy-nine reserved seats) and 
scheduled tribes (forty-one reserved seats). Only a member of the scheduled 
castes or tribes may stand for election in these constituencies, but all electors 
have voting rights.8

Voting Age

Before 1989, the age limit for voting in India was twenty-one. Currently, it 
is eighteen.

Felons

Conviction and an imprisonment sentence of at least two years within the last 
six years disqualifies one from voting in India.9

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Elections determine the composition of the parliament, the state and union 
territory legislative assemblies, and the presidency and vice-presidency.10 The 
Vidhan Sabhas (legislative assemblies) are directly elected bodies responsible 
for administering the government in India’s twenty-eight states. Elections for 
state legislative assemblies are held every five years unless called earlier. 
Some of these states have a bicameral organization of legislatures. Two of 
the seven Union Territories, the National Capital Territory of Delhi and Pon-
dicherry, also have legislative assemblies.
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Elections to the Vidhan Sabhas are carried out in the same manner as for 
the Lok Sabha election: through a first-past-the-post system in states and 
union territories divided into single-member constituencies.

The members of the Vidhan Sabhas, Lok Sabha, and Rajya Sabha elect 
the president, who serves for a period of five years. A formula is used to al-
locate votes so there is a balance between the population of each state and the 
number of votes assembly members from a state can cast. In the event that 
no candidate has a majority of votes there is a system to eliminate the losing 
candidates from the election and transfer votes for them to other candidates, 
until one gains a majority. The vice president is elected by a direct vote of all 
elected and nominated members of the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Election Commission of India, an independent body established under 
the Constitution on January 25, 1950, is responsible for the administration 
and control of the process of elections to parliament and to the legislature of 
every state and to the offices of president and vice president. Initially, a chief 
election commissioner ran the commission, but first in 1989 and later again 
in 1993 two additional election commissioners were appointed.11

The chief election commissioner and election commissioners are appointed 
by the president for a period of six years, or up to the age of sixty-five years, 
whichever is earlier. The Commission has a secretariat of about 300 staff 
members. At the state level, a chief electoral officer and a core staff are also 
available on a full time basis. At the district and constituency level, officers 
and staff of the civil administration also serve as election officials. Additional 
staff is hired temporarily during the conduct of elections for about two weeks. 
Their main function is to serve as polling and counting officials.

The activities of the Election Commission include the preparation and main-
tenance of the electoral roll, the organization of the polling booths, the moni-
toring of the counting of votes, and declaration of results. Furthermore, it also 
supervises the nomination of candidates, the registration of political parties, and 
the election campaign as well as the candidates’ funding. The Commission also 
appoints election observers to ensure the conduct of free and fair elections.

The secretariat of the Commission has an independent budget drafted in 
consultation between the Commission and the Finance Ministry. In the case 
of parliamentary elections, their costs are born by the Union Government. If 
the elections are for a state legislature, the expenditures are born by that state. 
If these elections are held simultaneously, the costs are borne equally between 
the Union and the state governments.
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VOTING

Voting is not compulsory. Only people whose names are on the electoral roll 
are allowed to vote. The roll is generally revised every year to add the names 
of those who are to turn eighteen on January 1 of that year or to update for 
those who have moved in or out of the constituency as well as for those who 
have died. The updating of the electoral roll only stops during an election 
campaign, after the nominations for candidates have closed.

In 1998, the Election Commission decided to computerize the electoral 
roll of 620 million voters. The computerization allows the printing of the 
electoral rolls, which also include the photo identity card number of the voter 
for cross-linking purposes. The printed electoral roll and the CDs containing 
it are given for free to the national and state parties after each revision of the 
rolls. They are also available for sale to the general public.

To improve the accuracy of the electoral roll and prevent electoral fraud, 
in 1993 the Commission decided to order the making of photo identity cards 
for all voters in the country.

Since 1998, the Election Commission has increasingly used Electronic 
Voting Machines (EVMs).12 In 2003, all state elections and by-elections used 
the EVMs.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Parties must disclose contributions only when the donor is a public company 
and donors have to disclose contributions. There is no ceiling on contribu-
tions to political parties. There are also no bans on sources of income.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Parties are required to disclose election expenditures, but there is no ceiling 
on party expenditures.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

No direct public funding is available, but indirect funding exists in the form 
of free media access (broadcasting and television time in the state-owned 
media). Neither parties nor donors have a special taxation status.
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TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Electoral turnout in India has been ranging between a low of 55 percent of 
registered voters (in 1962 and 1971) and a high of 63.8 percent (in 1957) (see 
Table 19.1).

NOTES

 1. The Electoral System of India, available at: www.indian-elections.com/
electoralsystem/reservationofseats.html#6.

 2. Election Commission of India. Electoral System of India, available at: www
.eci.gov.in/ElectoralSystem/elecsys_fs.htm.

 3. The Electoral System of India, available at: www.indian-elections.com/
electoralsystem/electoralsystem.html#3.

 4. Election Commission of India. Electoral System of India, available at: www
.eci.gov.in/ElectoralSystem/elecsys_fs.htm.

 5. Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly (1997). The International IDEA Handbook 
of Electoral System Design. Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance.

 6. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org.

 7. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). Global 
Database of Quotas for Women, available at: www.quotaproject.org.

 8. Administration and Cost of Elections Project. Electoral Systems: India—First 
Past the Post on a Grand Scale, available at: www.aceproject.org/main/english/es/esy_
in.htm.

 9. Inter-Parliamentary Union. “Parline” Database, available at: www.ipu.org/
english/home.htm.

10. Election Commission of India. Electoral System of India, available at: www
.eci.gov.in/ElectoralSystem/elecsys_fs.htm.

11. Election Commission of India. Electoral System of India, available at: www
.eci.gov.in/ElectoralSystem/elecsys_fs.htm.

12. Administration and Cost of Elections Project (ACE). Focus on . . . E-Voting, 
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

The Chinese electoral system combines direct and indirect elections. Depu-
ties to the people’s congresses at the county and township levels are elected 
directly by their constituencies while deputies to the National People’s Con-
gress (NPC), China’s parliament, and to the people’s congresses of provinces, 
autonomous regions, municipalities directly under the Central Government, 
cities divided into districts, and autonomous prefectures are elected by the 
people’s congresses at the next lower level.1

Deputies of the NPC are elected by China’s twenty-two provinces, five 
autonomous regions, three municipalities, and the armed forces for a period 
of five years.2 The size of each college of delegates is commensurate to the 
number of voters in the constituency. Since 1997, the Special Administrative 
Region of Hong Kong also elects deputies.

The NPC deputies are elected from multi-candidate constituencies by 
absolute majority vote within their respective electoral units. If the number 
of candidates that receive a majority vote exceeds the deputies to be elected, 
those with the most votes are considered elected. If the candidates obtaining 
a majority vote are less than the number to be elected, another election is 
held.

The NPC may not have more than 3,000 deputies. The allocation of the 
number of deputies to the NPC is decided by its Standing Committee (a per-
manent body through which the NPC functions due to infrequent meetings 
and whose members are elected by the NPC) in accordance with the principle 
that the number of citizens represented by each rural deputy is four times that 
represented by each urban deputy. The Standing Committee also allocates 
the number of deputies elected by minority nationalities, which are entitled 
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to representation through the Constitution, depending on the population and 
distribution of these nationalities.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in 1949.3 In many locations, a seat on the 
village committee is reserved for a woman, who would be responsible for 
family planning.4

Minorities

Besides the Han Chinese, there are fifty-five ethnic groups, which are minori-
ties.5 China has a system of regional national autonomy in areas with con-
centrated minority nationalities. Autonomous areas are classified as regions, 
prefectures, and counties. There are five autonomous regions (the Inner 
Mongolia Autonomous Region, the Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region, 
the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, the Ningxia Hui Autonomous 
Region, and the Tibet Autonomous Region), thirty autonomous prefectures, 
116 autonomous counties, and three autonomous banners in the country. The 
organs of self-government of autonomous areas are the people’s congresses 
and people’s governments of autonomous regions, autonomous prefectures, 
and autonomous counties.

One or more citizens of the nationality of the autonomous region are the 
chairman and vice chairmen of the standing committee of the people’s con-
gress of the region, prefecture, or county.

Voting Age

All citizens of the People’s Republic of China who have reached the age of 
eighteen have the right to vote and to stand for election, except persons de-
prived of political rights.

Felons

Those convicted to prison terms, serving short-term forced labor under deten-
tion or under surveillance, but who have not been stripped of political rights, 
have the right to vote. In addition, those in custody, under investigation, on 
bail, in residences under surveillance, reeducated through labor, and those 
who have been punished with detention can vote.6
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WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

The people’s congresses have four levels, national, provincial, county, and 
local. The two higher levels are indirectly elected. The NPC deputies are 
elected by provincial congresses and provincial-congress deputies are elected 
by county congresses.7 Local (village) congresses have been directly elected 
since the first elections in 1954 and the Electoral Law of 1979 provided for 
direct election at the county level.8

In 1987, the NPC enacted the Organic Law on Village Elections, which 
introduced elections for village committees to be conducted on a trial basis.9 
The law encouraged all villages to hold elections every three years for their 
committee (which is the executive branch of the village, but is not a govern-
ment body) and that villagers nominate all candidates. The goal of this policy 
was to help maintain social order during intensive economic reforms.10 How-
ever, the holding of these elections was not mandatory and the law did not 
stipulate how the elections are to be conducted.11 An amendment to this law 
later made the elections mandatory.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

In general, direct elections are presided over by election committees of the 
same level whereas indirect elections are presided over by the standing com-
mittees of people’s congresses of the same level.12 The standing committee 
of the NPC ensures the completion of election of deputies to the succeeding 
NPC. Standing committees of people’s congresses of provinces, autonomous 
regions, and municipalities directly under the Central Government and the 
armed forces are responsible for organizing consultations to elect deputies at 
their level.

The functions and powers of election committees include examining the 
qualifications of and registering voters; publicizing the lists of voters; look-
ing into appeals lodged by voters concerning the lists of voters; deciding on 
the division of constituencies and allocating the number of deputies to the 
constituencies; tallying and publicizing the names of candidates for deputies 
and publicizing the official lists of candidates; dispatching staff to preside 
over ballot casting stations; deciding on the validity of the election and pub-
licizing the names of elected deputies; and processing charges of violations 
during the election.13

The Ministry of Civil Affairs provides guidance on the holding of village 
elections, but the Organic Law leaves it at the discretion of provincial gov-
ernments to design the electoral process.14 Thus, when village elections were 
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introduced on a trial basis some areas did not conduct elections at all (prior to 
1998, about 10 percent to 33 percent of Chinese villages conducted elections, 
according to Chinese and foreign estimates) or kept the nomination process 
under control.15 Consequently, the NPC passed a revised Organic Law in 
1998, which made local village elections mandatory. In addition, the new 
law specified the conditions that the elections had to meet: secret ballot, open 
counting of votes, and the immediate announcement of the winner.

VOTING

In 2005, NPC deputies changed the balloting method for electing state lead-
ers and deciding on government lineups.16 The old method provided that only 
those who abstain or vote against the candidates need to write on the ballot. 
While this procedure supposedly spares the trouble of marking the ballot 
for those who vote in favor of the candidates and shortens voting time, it 
compromises the secrecy of the vote and places those against the candidates 
under pressure. During NPC sessions, balloting booths had been set up, but 
these were seldom used since it would be too conspicuous for people to go 
and vote there.17

With the new method, every ballot sheet has three oval-shaped blanks 
(“pro,” “con,” and “abstention”) and lawmakers fill in the corresponding 
blank. An electronic voting system has been introduced, but paper ballots still 
need to be cast on major issues such as the election of top state and govern-
ment leaders and the adoption of Constitutional amendments.18

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Expenses for the elections are covered by the state.

NOTES

1. Ministry of Justice of the People’s Republic of China. Basic System of the State, 
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.ipu.org/wmn-e/suffrage.htm.
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Japan is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary government. The 
Parliament of Japan, the National Diet, consists of a lower house, the House 
of Representatives (Shugiin), and an upper house, the House of Councilors 
(Sangiin). The House of Representatives has 480 members, while the House 
of Councilors has 242 directly elected members.

The electoral system for the House of Representatives is a mixed one, with 
300 members elected from single-member constituencies and the remaining 
180 seats filled through a party list under the proportional representation 
system using the d’Hondt method, with the allocation of seats based on the 
parties’ share of the national vote in the eleven large districts.1 Candidates 
may run in both the single-seat constituencies and the proportional repre-
sentation poll, but they are only allowed to run in a single-seat constituency 
located within their proportional representation bloc. Elections to the House 
of Representatives are held every four years.

Elections for the House of Councilors are held under a mixed direct vot-
ing system in which seventy-three members are chosen by a simple majority 
system in geographical constituencies and forty-eight members are elected 
by proportional representation system, from a single constituency covering 
the whole country, in accordance with the d’Hondt method.2 Elections to the 
House of Councilors are held every six years with one half of the membership 
renewed every three years.

Elections, though not in the modern sense of the word, have been held in 
Japan since the Middle Ages (the Tokugawa era of 1603 to 1867) when the 
heads of the neighborhood associations or villages were elected.3 A Japanese 
election system, in the modern sense, surfaced after the Meiji Restoration 

Chapter Twenty-One

Japan
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(1868) when in 1878 the Prefectural Assembly Law created an assembly of 
publicly elected members.4 After having established publicly elected admin-
istrators and legislative members at the local level the government promul-
gated a Meiji Constitution and the imperial Diet, Japan’s legislature, was 
established in 1890. The Diet took its current form in 1947 in the aftermath 
of World War II.

WHO CAN VOTE?

Women

Women received the right to vote in 1945 and during Japan’s initial post-war 
election in April 1946 women exercised their franchise for the first time.

Voting Age

To vote for members of the House of Representatives, the minimum age is 
twenty years and voters must also hold Japanese citizenship with a recorded 
domicile in the constituency for at least three months. To vote for the House 
of Councilors, citizens must be thirty years old.

Felons

Persons sentenced to imprisonment or a more severe form of punishment and 
who have not completed their sentences; persons sentenced to imprisonment 
or to a more severe form of punishment for an electoral offence, and who are 
given suspended sentences; and persons who, during their tenure as public 
office holders, have been convicted of bribery are disqualified from voting.5

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Three types of elections are held in Japan: general elections to the House of 
Representatives (every four years), elections to the House of Councilors (ev-
ery three years to choose one half of its members), and local elections (every 
four years) for offices in prefectures, cities, and villages. For the governors 
of prefectures, the mayors and the headmen of shi (cities), machi (towns), 
and mura (villages), and the local assemblymen, the elections have been con-
ducted simultaneously throughout the country since 1947 when the new local 
autonomy system was inaugurated.6
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THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

Japan’s national election management body is the Central Election Manage-
ment Council, which is an internal organization of the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Communications.7 However, the Council does not cover all 
nationally held elections. It regulates the elections of proportional represen-
tation constituencies for both Houses, while the elections of other constituen-
cies for both chambers are controlled by an Election Control Committee set 
up by each prefectural government.8 The Council consists of five members 
with three-year terms who are nominated by the Diet and appointed by the 
cabinet, with no more than two members representing the same party.

Prefecture electoral management committees are responsible for the elec-
tion of the members of the House of Representatives from single-member 
electoral districts, the members of the House of Councilors from electoral 
districts, the governors of prefectures, and the members of prefecture as-
semblies.9 Prefecture election management committees are composed of four 
members with four-year terms that are chosen by prefecture assemblies.

Municipal (city, town, and village) electoral management committees are 
responsible for administering the election of the heads of municipalities and 
the members of municipal assemblies.10 These committees have four mem-
bers with four-year terms selected by municipal assemblies. Every prefecture 
and municipality sets up such a committee. In addition, electoral management 
committees are set up in the special wards of the Tokyo metropolitan govern-
ment and in the administrative wards of twelve designated cities.

VOTING

Voting is not compulsory. Japan has allowed absentee voting to allow eligible 
overseas voters to cast ballots in the proportional representation section of 
national elections since 1998.

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Disclosure provisions in Japan only require the political parties to disclose 
contributions received.11 Donors are not required to disclose their contributions, 
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but they do face a ceiling of how much they can contribute per year. There is 
a ban on anonymous and foreign donations to political parties, but no ban on 
corporate donations.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Japan does have provisions for public disclosure of political party expendi-
tures but no ceilings on how much those expenditures can be.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Political parties are entitled to direct public funding both during the election 
period and between elections on the basis of current representation in the leg-
islature. Indirect public funding such as free media access (to TV and radio 
broadcast as well as newspaper advertisements) during the election campaign 
is also available as is indirect public funding such as tax deductions to donors 
to political parties.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Turnout has fluctuated substantially since the 1980s, dropping to 45 percent 
of registered voters in 1995, but then increasing in 2005 to 68 percent of reg-
istered voters (see Table 21.1).
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ELECTORAL SYSTEM

Australia is a constitutional monarchy. Australia has a national (Common-
wealth) parliament as well as six state and two territory parliaments, each 
with its own electoral system. The Commonwealth (national, federal) parlia-
ment has two houses: the House of Representatives (lower house) and the 
Senate (upper house). At the national level, elections are held at least once 
every three years.

The parliament of the Commonwealth has two chambers: the House of 
Representatives and the Senate.1 The House of Representatives has 150 mem-
bers elected for a three-year term in single-seat constituencies with a prefer-
ential voting system. The Senate has seventy-six members elected through a 
preferential system in twelve-seat state constituencies and two-seat territorial 
constituencies with a single non-transferable vote system. State senators 
serve for a six-year term, with half of the seats renewed every three years.

WHO CAN VOTE?

The first parliamentary elections were held in 1843 for the New South Wales 
Legislative Council.2 Only men with land valued at 200 pounds or a house 
with rental worth 20 pounds annually had the right to vote in this election. 
In 1856, all professional and property qualifications were eliminated and the 
franchise was extended to all male British subjects over the age of twenty-one 
in South Australia. The other states followed between 1857 and 1896.

In the 1890s the colonies adopted the principle of one vote per person, thus 
stopping the practice of plural voting.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Australia
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Women

South Australia was the first state to give women, over twenty-one, the right 
to vote in 1894. The other states granted women suffrage rights between 1899 
and 1908.3 In 1902, the Commonwealth Franchise Act was passed, which 
enabled all women (except Aboriginal women in some states) to vote for the 
federal parliament.

Minorities

From the 1850s, the constitutions of Victoria, New South Wales, Tasma-
nia, and South Australia gave voting rights to all male British subjects over 
twenty-one, including Aboriginal men.4 When South Australia gave women 
the right to vote and sit in parliament in 1895, Aboriginal women shared the 
right and only Queensland and Western Australia barred Aborigines from 
voting. However, few Aborigines knew their rights so very few voted. But 
Aboriginal men and women in South Australia did vote for the first Common-
wealth Parliament in 1901.5 That first Commonwealth Parliament, however, 
later issued the 1902 Franchise Act that gave women a Commonwealth vote 
but excluded Aborigines and other ‘colored’ people unless entitled under sec-
tion 41 of the Constitution, which said that anyone with a state vote must be 
allowed a Commonwealth vote.6

After the 1940s, the Aborigines received voting rights throughout Aus-
tralia. In 1949, the Chifley Labor government passed an act to confirm that 
everyone who voted in their states could vote for the Commonwealth.7 In 
1962, Western Australia gave Aborigines state votes and the Menzies Liberal 
and Country Party government gave them a Commonwealth vote.8 With that, 
all Aborigines had full and equal rights.

Voting Age

Voting in national elections is open to Australian citizens (and British subjects 
on the electoral roll prior to January 25, 1984) who are eighteen or older.

Felons

The Commonwealth Franchise Act of 1902 disqualified from voting those 
convicted and under sentence for offences punishable by imprisonment for 
one year or longer.9 The provision was amended in 1983 to apply to persons 
under sentence for an offence punishable under the law of the Common-
wealth or of a state or territory by imprisonment for five years or longer.10 In 
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1995 a provision was introduced excluding from the franchise persons that 
serve a sentence of five years or longer.

WHO CAN PEOPLE VOTE FOR?

Voters elect representatives at regular intervals to each of the three levels of gov-
ernment: the local councils, the state government, and the federal government.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF ELECTIONS

The Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) is the body responsible for the 
conduct of federal elections and referendums in Australia. Between 1973 and 
1984, AEC was known as the Australian Electoral Office and was first estab-
lished as a branch of the Department of Home Affairs in 1902. In 1984, after 
major amendments to the Commonwealth Electoral Act of 1918, the AEC 
was established as an independent statutory authority.

The Commission is also responsible for the administration and maintenance 
of the electoral rolls; the enforcement of compulsory enrollment and voting; 
providing information and education about elections; and the administration 
of the public funding and disclosure provisions of the Commonwealth Elec-
toral Act of 1918.

In every state and the Northern Territory, the Australian Electoral Officer 
(AEO) is responsible for the management of electoral activities within the 
respective state or territory.11 Every electoral division has a permanent Divi-
sional Returning Officer (DRO) responsible for the electoral administration 
in that division.

VOTING

Currently, both the registration of eligible voters and voting are compul-
sory.12 The first federal elections in Australia were held in 1902. Voting 
has been compulsory since 1924.13 Australia first introduced reforms that 
today form the basis for the electoral practices of modern democracies. 
Such a reform was the “Australian ballot,” which was introduced in 1855 
in Victoria.

One can vote at a polling place in the elector’s home division on election 
day; through an absent vote, or a vote cast by an elector out of the home 
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division but still within the voter’s home state or territory on election day; 
through an early vote in person or by post; through an interstate vote that can 
be cast on election day at an interstate voting center by an elector who is not 
within their home state or territory; and through a provisional vote cast in 
circumstances in which an elector’s name cannot be found on the roll or the 
name has already been marked off the roll (but the vote is not counted until a 
check of enrollment records and entitlements has been made).14 Another way 
to vote in Australia is provided by AEC mobile polling teams that take por-
table polling places to voters who are not able to get to a polling place, such 
as people in hospitals, nursing homes, prisons, and remote areas.15

THE REGULATION OF ELECTIONS: POLITICAL AND 
FINANCIAL REGULATIONS PERTAINING TO VOTING

Party Income: Ceilings, Bans on Sources of Income, 
and Disclosure Provisions

Australia requires the disclosure of contributions to political parties, but there 
is no ceiling on the contributions that can be made.16 There are no bans on 
foreign donations or corporate donations to political parties. However, all 
anonymous donations over AUD 1,000 (about $670) are banned.

Party Expenditures: Ceilings and Disclosure Provisions

Disclosure of certain financial details is required by candidates, registered 
political parties, and other groups in returns filed with the AEC. However, 
there is no ceiling on party election expenditures.

Direct and Indirect Public Funding

Public funding of elections was introduced in 1983. Registered political par-
ties, independent candidates, and Senate groups not endorsed by registered 
political parties may receive payment at a set rate if they receive 4 percent or 
more of the total formal first preference votes.17 Parties and candidates that 
want to receive public funding are required to register with the AEC.

TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

Since the 1960s, turnout at elections in Australia has been steady around 95 
percent of registered voters, which can be attributed to the fact that voting is 
compulsory (see Table 22.1).
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In this explicitly comparative chapter we report responses to the questions 
posed in the Introduction across the twenty-two countries.

Table 23.1 shown below reports the year that each of the countries held 
their first election, although not always in the modern sense of the word.

The United Kingdom is the country in which by far the earliest elections 
were held (general elections in pre-Union Scotland were held in 1702 and 
members of the English House of Commons had been elected in 1705), with 
the United States coming in second, at 1789, followed closely by France in 
1793. Countries in which the populous gained the right to vote most recently 
were Nigeria in 1964 and China in 1954 (for village elections). In South Af-
rica, black and Indian men and women voted for the first time in 1994.

The first country in which women gained the right to vote was Australia in 
1902, with the exception of Aboriginal women. Canada, the United Kingdom, 
Germany, Poland, and Hungary granted women the right to vote in 1918. 
Russia did so in 1917 following the revolution, and the United States granted 
this right in 1920. Upon gaining independence in 1948, Israeli women, and 
in 1950 Indian women, were granted the right to vote at the same time as 
men. The country included in our study in which all women gained the right 
to vote most recently was Nigeria in 1978 (after several rounds of regional 
enfranchisement).

Table 23.2 reports the year that women gained the right to vote.
In response to the questions about who can vote we found that in almost all 

of the countries, citizens had to be at least eighteen years of age; and in all of 
the countries only citizens were eligible to vote for presidential and parliamen-
tary elections. However, some European countries (see Introductory chapter) 
do allow foreigners to participate in some elections (mostly local and European 
parliament elections) and under certain conditions. In Brazil citizens who were 

Chapter Twenty-Three
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sixteen and seventeen years of age could vote on a voluntary basis; for persons 
eighteen and older voting was mandatory. In Italy citizens had to be at least 
twenty-five years of age to be eligible to vote for Senate elections. At eighteen 
they could vote for members of the Chamber of Deputies. In Japan citizens had 
to be at least twenty years of age to vote for members of the House of Represen-
tatives and thirty years old to vote for members of the House of Councilors.

Members of minority communities (for example, the Inuit in Canada, Ab-
origines in Australia) are eligible to vote. Several countries also have special 
arrangements for minorities, such as reserved seats (India) or no electoral 
threshold (Poland) as a way to foster representation in parliament or other 
elected bodies.

Voting is compulsory in Brazil, Egypt, and Australia.

Table 23.1. Year of First Election in Country

Country Year of First Election Notes

Canada 1867 11 percent had right to vote
United States 1789 White males with property
Argentina 1912
Brazil 1894
United Kingdom 1702–1705 For British Parliament (general 
   elections in pre-Union 
   Scotland were held in 1702 
   and members of the English 
   House of Commons had 
   been elected in 1705)
France 1793
Germany 1871
Italy 1912 For people over 30
 1918 For people over 21
Spain 1869
Sweden 1866
Russia 1906
Poland 1918
Hungary 1848
Egypt 1950
Israel 1949
Jordan 1929
Nigeria 1964
South Africa 1910 White males with property
 1994 White, blacks, Indians
India 1951
China 1954
Japan 1890
Australia 1843
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Felon voting rights vary across countries. Felons have the right to vote in 
Canada, Spain, Sweden, Poland, Israel, South Africa, and China (unless they 
have been stripped of political rights). In India, felons who have been con-
victed and imprisoned for at least two years within the past six years may not 
vote. In Russia, persons under criminal investigation but not convicted may 
vote in a forthcoming election. In Germany, courts have the right to withdraw 
voting powers for up to five years after completion of a prison sentence. In 
the United States, felon voting rights vary by states.

In general, the countries reviewed hold elections (direct or indirect) for na-
tional and local offices, and in some cases, such as countries that are members 
of the European Union, elections are also held for supra-national bodies, such 
as the European Union Parliament.

Table 23.2. Women Gained the Right to Vote

Country Year Granted Notes

Canada 1918
United States 1920
Argentina 1947
Brazil 1934
United Kingdom 1918 Over 30 and with property restitution
 1928 Universal suffrage for all
France 1944
Germany 1918
Italy 1945
Spain 1931
Sweden 1919
Poland 1918
Russia 1917
Hungary 1918
Egypt 1956
Israel 1948
Jordan 1955
South Africa 1930 White women
 1994 Black women
Nigeria 1954 East Nigeria Region
 1955 West Nigeria Region
 1958 South Nigeria Region
 1978 North Nigeria Region
India 1950
China 1949
Japan 1945
Australia 1894 Women in South Australia
 1902 All, except Aboriginal
 1962 Aboriginal
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National elections are held every four or five years in most of the countries. 
The United States is one exception and Australia is the second exception. 
National elections in Australia are held every three years for the 150 mem-
bers of the House of Representatives and every six years for the seventy-six 
members of the Senate. In the United States, national elections are held every 
two years for members of the House of Representatives and every six years 
for members of the Senate.

In the countries with compulsory voting (Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 
Egypt, and Italy), turnout among the voting age population is the lowest in 
Egypt, despite the compulsory nature of voting.

As to the percentage of persons who vote in elections, the highest turnout 
historically (since 1945) has been observed in Italy, South Africa, and Austra-
lia, while the lowest turnout has been observed in Egypt and Jordan.1

In spite of the considerable diversity in the countries included in this study, 
we see important commonalities in the area of elections and voting. For ex-
ample, women have gained the right to vote in all of the countries, as have 
members of minority communities. Voting is voluntary in all but five of the 
countries. In most of the countries felons lose their right to vote.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that in more and more countries of the 
world, free elections are being held. With the downfall of the Soviet Union 
most of the countries of Eastern Europe now hold free elections. As of 1994, 
we see that South Africa and more recently Nigeria, the two biggest countries 
in Africa, have held relatively free elections. Among countries included in 
this study, the big exception is China.

NOTE

1. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), Turnout 
in the World—Country by Country Performance, available at: www.idea.int/vt/survey/
voter_turnout_pop2.cfm.
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