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Indicator 2: Free and fair elections 
 
How far and how equally can citizens exercise public control through free and fair 
voting? 
 
Amongst measures which could be relevant here are the following: electoral systems used for 
European elections (2.1); the use of open and closed lists in European elections (2.2); party 
finance and European elections (2.3); regulation of the media and European elections (2.4); 
the length of time between national elections and European elections (2.5); and other elections 
on the same day as European elections (2.6). 
 
2.1 Electoral systems used for European elections 
 
Table 2.1. simply compares the electoral systems used by different member states for 
European elections. There has been much academic debate on the question of whether it 
really matters that member states do not have one uniform procedure for European elections. 
There are at least three ways in which it may matter. 
 
First, variation across member states in thresholds – or the minimum number of votes any one 
party needs in order to win any seats at all – will affect the relative probability of small parties 
gaining representation in the EP. 
 
Second, member states vary in whether they have open or closed lists or some compromise 
between the two. Closed lists give political parties complete control over the order in which 
their candidates are elected. Open lists allow voters to change the order in which candidates 
from different parties are elected. The difference between the two systems is likely to affect the 
behaviour of candidates in European elections, and the nature of representation in the 
European Parliament itself. Those who are elected on closed lists have more incentive to 
follow party policy and party disciplines. Those who are elected on open lists have more 
freedom – and more incentive – to appeal directly to voters in ways of their own choosing. 
 
Third, the method of allocating seats affects the manner in which the last seat in each member 
state is allocated. This might sound rather technical, but it is actually of some importance. 
Several member states only receive a handful of seats in the EP. Thus there often has to be a 
large rounding up or rounding down of votes in deciding which party gets to receive last seat to 
be allocated. 
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Table 2.1. Comparative table of electoral systems member states employ in European 
elections 

 
 Constituency structure Method of 

allocating seats 
Preferential voting: 
open/closed lists 

Threshold 

AT Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open 4% 
BE 3 electoral Colleges1 D’Hondt Semi-open None 
BG Single constituency Hare-Niemeyer Semi-open None 
CY Single constituency D’Hondt-Droop Semi-open 5% 
CZ Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open 5% 
DE Single constituency St-Laguë Closed 5% 
DK Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open None 
EE Single constituency D’Hondt Closed None 
EL Single constituency Hare Closed 3% 
ES Single constituency D’Hondt Closed None 
FI Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open None 
FR 8 regional constituencies D’Hondt Closed 5% 
HU Single constituency D’Hondt Closed 5% 
IE 4 regional constituencies STV Open None 
IT 5 regional constituencies Hare Semi-open None 
LT Single constituency Hare-Niemeyer Semi-open 5% 
LU Single constituency D’Hondt,  

Hagenbach-Bischoff 
Open None 

LV Single constituency St Laguë Semi-open None 
MT Single constituency STV Open None 
NL Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open None 
PL 13 regional constituencies D’Hondt/Hare-

Niemayer 
Closed 5% 

PT Single constituency D’Hondt Closed None 
RO Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open 5% 
SE Single constituency St Laguë Semi-open 4% for parties, 

5% for 
candidates 

SI Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open 4% 
SK Single constituency D’Hondt Semi-open 4% 
UK 12 regional constituencies D’Hondt  Closed None 

 
Sources  
Wilhelm Lehmann, ‘The European Elections: EU Legislation, National Provisions and Civic Participation’, 
Brussels: The European Parliament, 2009.  
Andrew Duff, ‘Proposal for the Modification of the Act Concerning the Election of the Members of the 
European Parliament by Direct Universal Suffrage of 20 September 1976’, Brussels: The European 
Parliament, 2010. 
 

 Notes 
1 Belgium MEPs are elected in 3 electoral Colleges corresponding to the French, Flemish and German 
communities. There are 4 constituencies: Flanders, Wallonia, the German Cantons, and Brussels-Halle-
Vilvoorde (BHV). All the votes from the first three constituencies are allocated respectively to the French, 
Flemish and German electoral Colleges. However, in the BHV constituency, voters can choose whether 
their votes should be allocated to the Flemish or French electoral Colleges. 
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2.2 Use of open and closed lists in European elections 
 
Given the importance of open versus closed lists Table 2.2. provides a simple summary of the 
percentage of MEPs elected to the 2004-9 Parliament under different arrangements. 
 
Table 2.2. Total number of MEPs elected under different list systems in the 2009 European 
elections 
 

Closed lists  60.3% 
Semi-open lists 34.5% 
Open lists 2.5% 
STV 2.7% 

 
Source  
Ken Ritchie, ‘Which Electoral Procedures Seem Appropriate for a Multi-level Polity?’, Brussels: European 
Parliament, 2008. 
 
 
2.3 Party finance and European elections 
 
Party finance has become a central concern for representative democracy. The core question 
relates to the autonomy of the representative process itself. Are public representative bodies 
sufficiently independent of private forms of power to be able to regulate the latter if that is what 
democratically elected representatives want to do? One obvious difficulty is that the 
representative process can simply be ‘bought’. After all representatives do not just depend on 
citizens for votes. They also depend on donors to give them money to fight their election 
campaigns.  
 
Broadly there are three problems in defining arrangements for party finance: (a) Should there 
be limits on how much any one party or candidate can spend? (b) Should there be limits on 
how much any one donor can contribute? And (c) should public bodies themselves contribute 
to the financing of parties and candidates? The latter is a thorny issue. It is perhaps the most 
effective way of giving representatives freedom from private influence. On the other hand, the 
basis for allocating official funding is usually the performance of a party in the last election. 
Thus official funding has a bias towards incumbents. 
 
Table 2.3. summarises the results of some comparative research conducted by Wilhelm 
Lehmann for a European Parliament study into the different rules for the financing of parties in 
member states. Arrangements appear to be rather patchy. Not many member states have 
rules that cover all of the three categories mentioned in the previous paragraph. 
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Table 2.3. Party finance rules for European elections  
 

 Expenditure Limit Donation Limit? Official funding 
AT - - - 
BE Yes. Total expenditure must 

not be more than €1 million 
per party. 

 To the contrary each list must 
make a payment to the state 
for the printing of ballot 
papers. 

BG Expenditure per candidate list 
cannot exceed BGN 
2,000,000. 

Yes, BGN 10,000 per 
individual and BGN 30,000 
per legal entity. 

 

CY   Parties receive an annual 
grant from the Government 
based on their performance in 
previous national 
parliamentary elections. It is 
up to them to decide how 
much of this they will use for 
European elections. 

CZ   Yes, parties receiving more 
than 1% of vote receive 
official funding of about €1 
per vote. 

DE   Parties which receive more 
than 0.5% of the vote receive 
funding of €0.85 for each of 
the first 4 million votes 
received and €0.7 for all votes 
received thereafter. 

DK   No subsidy. 
EE No limit to expenses, though 

candidates and parties do 
have to report expenses 
incurred and sources of 
funding. 

Campaigns funded from party 
resources but anonymous 
donations not permitted. 

None specifically for 
European elections. 

EL Government regulation limits 
campaign financing. 

  

ES Parties/candidates must limit 
their expenditure to €0.12 in 
each electoral district 

 Official funding up to a 
maximum of €18,000 per seat 
and €0.6 per vote won 

FI  Transparency requirements. 
Those elected must disclose 
accounts to the Ministry of 
Justice. 

Transparency requirements. 
Those elected must disclose 
accounts to the Ministry of 
Justice. 

FR Limits on what counts as 
authorised expenditure. 

 Yes, lists which receive more 
than 3% of the vote are 
reimbursed for particular 
expenses up to a maximum of  
€1,150,000. 

HU - - - 
IE Each candidate is limited to a 

maximum expenditure. This 
was €230,000 in 2004. 

  

IT   Refunding within limits. 
LT Campaigns are limited to total 

expenditure, currently around 
€340,000. 

 Public funding is provided for 
a) the publication of 
candidates’ programmes and 
b) campaign broadcasts on 
TV and radio. 

(Continued)
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Table 2.3. (Continued)  
 

 Expenditure Limit Donation Limit? Official funding 
LU   Expenses of one 

communication to voters are 
reimbursed for those parties 
or candidates which receive 
more than 5% of vote. 

LV Expenditure limited to 0.20 
LVL per voter. 

  

MT €1400 maximum per 
candidate. 

  

NL - - - 
PL Yes, expenditure is limited by 

a formula that is linked to the 
number of voters on the 
register. 

Yes, funds of parties have to 
come from election fund. 
Funds of election committees 
can only be contributed by 
individuals.  

Yes, official funding is 
determined by a formula 
linked to the number of votes 
and mandates gained. 

PT Yes, maximum expenditure 
per candidate of about 
€60,000. 

Rules on donations. Parties which have previously 
stood for election to the EP 
and obtained seats obtain 
funding. 20% is allocated to 
those parties which stand but 
do not obtain seats. 80% to 
those who do obtain seats. 

RO  A general law governs 
sources of party funding 

 

SE - - - 
SI  Campaign organisers have to 

open an account specifically 
for European elections. All 
contributions to this account 
have to be fully transparent. 

Campaign organisers whose 
candidates are elected 
receive official re-
imbursement equal to €0.25 
per vote received. 

SK - - - 
UK Governed by general UK law 

on campaign expenditure. 
Governed by general UK law, 
e.g. need to disclose party 
donations above a certain 
size. 

 

 
Source 
Wilhelm Lehmann, ‘The European Elections: EU Legislation, National Provisions and Civil Participation’, 
Brussels: European Parliament, 2009.   
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2.4 Regulation of the media and European elections 
 
A further determinant of whether there is a level playing field in elections is access to the 
media. Table 2.4. provides a summary – again based on a study by Lehmann for the 
European Parliament – of national regulations governing media access during European 
elections. There is variation across member states both (a) in how far the media are obliged to 
allocate time to candidates and parties in European elections and (b) in provisions that are 
made for equality of access. 
 
Table 2.4. Regulations covering media coverage in European elections 
 

AT No restriction. 
BE Media time allocated by TV and radio to parties ‘depends on their importance’. 
BG Radio and TV must provide time for 3 debates totalling 180 minutes. 
CY None recorded. 
CZ 14 hours broadcasting time has to be allocated by state radio and TV, and apportioned evenly 

between parties and party coalitions. 
DE State broadcasters must ensure access for all parties which have registered candidates for the 

elections. 
DK None recorded. 
EE A Broadcasting Council establishes rules of procedure for TV and radio coverage. 
EL Supreme Court determines arrangements for media time. 
ES Parties represented in the EP and in the national parliament are allocated TV and radio 

broadcasting time in proportion to votes received in previous elections. 
FI The national broadcasting company is required to give equal access to all parties. 
FR At least 2 hours of TV and radio coverage have to be given to candidates from parties 

represented in the national parliament. 1 hour of TV and radio then has to be given to other 
candidates registered in at least 5 regions. 

HU Media access during election campaigns is regulated. 
IE The state broadcaster has to give equitable access to parties and candidates. 
IT None recorded. 
LT Each candidate is entitled to 1 hour on both TV and radio. 
LU None recorded. 
LV Media access is regulated by law. 
MT None recorded. 
NL Government distributes broadcasting time. 
PL A formula stipulates how many hours of TV and radio time will be given to elections and how 

they should be distributed between parties and candidates. 
PT Candidates have a right to media time laid down in the election law. 
RO Standing bureau of two chambers of Romanian Parliament assign media time in proportion to 

the ratio of candidates fielded by a party to the total number of candidates.  
SE None recorded. 
SI Public media have to publish their rules designed to ensure equal access to all candidates and 

parties. They then have to apply those rules from 45 days prior to European elections. 
SK Parties have equal access to the purchase of political advertisement time up to a maximum of 5 

hours. 
UK Public broadcasters have to provide media access in proportion to party strengths. 

 
Source 
Wilhelm Lehmann, ‘The European Elections: EU Legislation, National Provisions and Civil Participation’, 
Brussels: European Parliament, 2009.   
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2.5 Length of time between national elections and European elections 
 
European elections are often said to be second-order in nature. That is to say, that political 
parties largely contest them on domestic issues, and voters likewise use them to express their 
views on domestic matters. If this interpretation is correct, it means that European elections 
are not really about the institution that is in fact being elected: the European Parliament.  
 
One factor that is likely to shape just how far European elections are second order is the 
length of time since the last national election in each member state and the length of time until 
the next national election is due. Thus if a national election has only recently been held, 
participation in European elections may well be low. If, on the other hand, a national election is 
due in the near future, participation in European elections may even be higher than it would 
otherwise have been. On the other hand, the imminence of a national election may only make 
it more likely that the European elections will be dominated by national issues. Table 2.5 
summarises the length of time between the 2009 European elections and the last national 
election in each member state.  

 
Table 2.5. Time between EP elections and last national elections 
 

 Date of last national election Time since last national election rounded to 
nearest month 

AT 1 Oct 2006 32 

BE 10 Jun 2007 24 
BG 25 Jun 2005 48 
CY 24 Feb 2008  

(Presidential Greek CY) 
15 

CZ 2/3 Jun 2006 36 
DE Sep 2005 45 
DK 13 Nov 2007 19 
EE 4 Mar 2007 27 
EL 16 Sep 2007 21 
ES 9 Mar 2008 15 
FI 18 Mar 2007 27 
FR 10/17 Jun 2007  

(Assembly) 
24 

HU 9/23 Apr 2006 38 
IE 24 May 2007 24 
IT 13-14 Apr 2008 16 
LT 12 Oct 2008 9 
LU Same day 0 
LV 7 Oct 2006 33 
MT 8 Mar 2008 15 
NL 22 Feb 2007 27 
PL 19 Oct 2007 18 
PT 20 Feb 2005 52 
RO 30 Nov 2008 6 
SE 17 Sep 2006 33 
SI 21 Sep 2008 9 
SK 17 Jun 2006 36 
UK 5 May 2005 49 
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2.6 Other elections on the same day as European elections 
 
Several member states hold other elections – local, regional and even national elections – on 
the same day as European elections. This has ambiguous effects. On the one hand, it 
probably does increase voter participation in European elections. Thus, for example, 
participation in European elections in the United Kingdom rose by 15 per cent between 1999 
and 2004. This was probably the result of a decision to hold some local elections and 
European elections at the same time. On the other hand, by coupling European elections with 
other kinds of election, member states probably make it even less likely that the former will be 
contested on European, and not national, issues. Table 2.6 identifies which member states 
held other elections on the same day as the 2009 European elections. 
 
Table 2.6. Member states which held national, regional or local elections on the same day as 
European elections in 2009  
 
BE Regional elections 
DE Local elections in 7/16 Länder  
DK Referendum on a constitutional change to rules for accession to the throne 
IT Regional elections in 62 provinces and local elections in 30 cities 
IRE Local elections 
LU General election  

(LU always holds general elections and European elections on the same day) 
LV Local elections 
MT Local elections 
UK Local elections in most parts of UK 

 
Source 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)/Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights (ODIHR), ‘Elections to the European Parliament 4-7 June 2009’, OSCE/ODIHR Expert 
Group Report, Warsaw, 22 September 2009: 6. 
 


