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Non-Voters in Hungary
Summary of the Policy Solutions – Friedrich Ebert Foundation study

In the study on Non-Voters in Hungary the political research institute Policy Solutions, in collaboration with the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, undertook to find out who in Hungary today regularly fails to participate in elections and what the underlying reasons are for this group’s withdrawal from politics. 
There have been six national parliamentary elections in Hungary since the regime transition in 1989/1990. Turnout varied in the first round of what was until the recent amendment of the electoral law a two-round election system, but has mostly fallen in the range of 60-70%. Roughly 30-40% of the voters did not turn out to vote, therefore. What this means in effect is that over the past 23 years some 2.4 - 3.2 million voters have regularly failed to cast a ballot.
The segment of the population that does not participate in parliamentary elections can be broken down into two subgroups: passive citizens who consistently do not vote (that is they never vote), and so-called situational non-voters. Our estimate is that about a quarter of the electorate, that is some 2 million citizens, are part of the first group; they are the consistent non-voters. The other abstainers (ranging between 5-20% of the adult population) decide whether to participate from election to election. Their choice at any given point might be informed by objective reasons, such as being temporarily away from their place of residence at the time of voting, but it may also be political. Thus a voter may be dissatisfied with the party he/she previously supported but not dissatisfied enough to actually endorse the other side, so he/she chooses to stay at home instead. 

The social background of non-voters

Data from a 2012 European Social Survey suggests that ideological commitment has the greatest impact on to citizens’ willingness to vote. Those who consider themselves decidedly left-wing or stoutly right-wing turn out in numbers that far exceed the average. At the same time voter participation is generally 10% higher among those who consider themselves rightwing as compared to those who place themselves a similar distance from the centre on the left side of the political scale. With roughly 50%, turnout is decidedly low among those who do not even understand what the terms political left or right mean.
The second most important factor in determining voter activity is the commitment to the democratic system. Those who place great value on living in a democratic regime (nearly three-quarters of respondents) also have a higher than average propensity to vote. Those on the other hand who view democracy more or less sceptically are unsurprisingly less eager to avail themselves of the opportunity to vote, with the result that turnout in this group is under 60%. 

The third factor that determines participation is the individual’s embeddedness in a narrow or wider social environment. Those who are members of some type of community – no matter what type, ranging from narrow relations starting with the family and extending to wider and looser networks, such as groups of friends or religious communities – are always more active voters than lonely people. It is well-apparent that loneliness or weak embeddedness in small communities inevitably leads to lower levels of integration in the social fabric. Parliamentary elections happen to provide the opportunity to be involved in decisions affecting society at large, and inevitably lower levels of social integration will go hand in hand with lower levels of desire to influence processes that we are not as involved in.

Fourth and fifth among the factors that influence electoral participation are well-known characteristics, namely age and education attainment. With increasing age an individual’s propensity to vote rises, peaking at roughly 60. As far as educational attainment is concerned, it is widely known that the more advanced the education of individuals in a given group, the more likely they are to vote. 

What is commonly referred to as “civil courage” – a phenomenon that includes participation in demonstrations, membership in associations or the boycott of certain products – is also a factor that influences electoral participation. A lack of civic activity has a downright crippling effect on the propensity to vote, just as the more or less pronounced lack of trust in the public institutions and the rule of law (UN, Parliament, police). To a lesser degree, religious affiliation and social mobility, too, exert an impact on turnout. 

The final conclusions of the research project are thus very striking in that at a wider societal level financial circumstances, ethnicity, and the type of settlement where people reside have no significant effect on voter participation. This implies, however, that politics cannot afford to ignore voters whom they traditionally might have believed to routinely abstain from voting at parliamentary, municipal or European Parliamentary elections. 
The distribution of voter turnout across counties 

A general trend that emerges from reviewing participation figures from the six democratic parliamentary elections to date is that the differences between counties are declining. In other words Hungary's counties are becoming increasingly alike in terms of voter turnout ratios. While in 1990 the difference between the most and least active counties was as high as 23%, by 2010 it had narrowed to a relatively slim 9%, a decline of over 60%.
Despite the increasing homogenisation in terms of turnout, there are marked differences between two groups of counties. In the western counties and Central Hungary participation has traditionally been high, while in the eastern region it was generally lower.
The county with the weakest turnout figures is Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg, where the average participation has failed to surpass the 60% mark over the past six elections. All of the other lowest ranking counties in terms of turnout are in the eastern half of the country. Turnout in Nógrád, Fejér, Pest, Komárom-Esztergom, Heves, Baranya and Zala counties tends to be near the average, with Baranya being the most “average” county of all. As expected, we primarily find western and especially northwestern counties and Budapest near the top of the table. The average turnout of the three most active counties, Győr-Moson-Sopron, Vas and Budapest, at the six national parliamentary elections has reached or even exceeded 70%.

Among the northwestern counties – referred to as the region of Transdanubia in Hungary - Vas, Győr-Moson-Sopron and Veszprém have always been in the top section of the table over the past six elections, but at the same time their initially outstandingly high participation figures have increasingly tended to approximate the turnout figures that are characteristic of the rest of the country.

Even though the turnout of Pest county has fluctuated very little since regime transition, participation there was the fifth lowest in 1994, while it became the second most active county in Hungary in 2010. 
A significant improvement can be observed in the case of Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg, which was dead last in terms of turnout in 1994 and 1998, and came in second to last in 1998 and 2002, but has managed to break away from the bottom of the list over the last two elections. By 2010 the long time laggard was already in the middle of the pack, and over the past 20 years this shift translated into an improvement of 10 percentage points relative to the national average. 
Baranya county is also worth noting, since as compared to the 2006 level this county’s turnout indicators declined significantly in 2010, relegating it to the last place in voter participation, even though during the previous five elections its turnout figures had been above average – though only moderately -, which usually meant that its ranking barely lagged behind those counties at the of the pack. The explanation presumably primarily lies in the passivity of former MSZP voters in what used to be considered a left-wing bastion. Similarly, the decline as compared to the national average in Komárom-Esztergom’s participation figures between 2006 and 2010 is also most likely the result of the abstention of left-wing voters. 
Characteristics of participation in Budapest

The Hungarian capital is the only territorial unit where electoral participation has been consistently and evenly high. There has not been a single election since regime transition when turnout did not surpass the national figures by at least five percentage points. Hence it is not surprising that since 1998 the participation of the capital’s residents has continually ranked at the very top of the counties’ turnout table.

The capital does not constitute a unitary and homogenous unit in terms of participation, however. Indeed, there are greater divergences between Budapest districts than there are between counties. While there is an average variation of 12% between the lowest and highest turnout levels of counties, with 17.5% the difference between the most and least active Budapest district is almost one and a half times as high. 
A general observation is that participation is high in Buda and lower in Pest. All six Buda districts feature turnout rates that are higher than the average of the capital, while on the Pest side of the city this can only be said of the city centre (the 5th district), Zugló (14th) and the 16th district. Moreover, the districts with the most outstanding numbers are without fail in Buda. Turnout in the two most active districts, the 1st and the 12th, has exceeded 80% on average, but the numbers of the 1st district area also pre-eminently high. The districts with the lowest participation, however, typically tend to be the less privileged districts, where citizens' socio-economic status is below the city’s average: Józsefváros (8th), Csepel (21st), Kőbánya (10th), Ferencváros (9th) and Pesterzsébet (20th). 

Turnout rates in the capital’s districts remained relatively steady between 2006 and 2010, that is the districts’ voter participation patterns did not significantly change during the most recent parliamentary election. The 7th and 16th districts were the exceptions to this general trend. Of these it is in the former, in Erzsébetváros, that the significant drop in turnout is most likely attributable to the large-scale abstention of left-wing supporters.
Analysis of election turnout in individual municipalities 

Considering all the democratic elections until now, with 40.8% the municipality of Nyírtét is the Hungarian municipality with the least active electorate. The list continues with Rakaca (41.9%), Beszterec (43.02%), Ófehértó (43.7%) and Gyulaháza (43.8%). The villages of the micro-region of Szabolcs are heavily overrepresented among these municipalities, which is hardly surprising since Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg ranks last among all counties in order of average voter turnout levels between 1990 and 2010. 

Kozmadombja, Ebergőc, Keresztéte, Zalaszombatfa and Teresztenye are the five municipalities where the electorate has been the most active in terms of electoral participation: all these municipalities saw average turnout levels near or even exceeding 90%. A common feature of these municipalities is that they are all very small and without exception located near the national border. Some of them are in western Hungary, but, somewhat unexpectedly, another few are in Hungary’s northeastern region. 

We observe therefore that small municipalities are both at the top and the bottom of the ranking of municipalities by levels of participation. These clusters are basically centred in the country’s northern and eastern border regions, especially Zala (highest levels) and Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg (lowest) counties. On the whole, it is the average-sized municipalities that “perform” worst in terms of voter turnout. The reason is presumably that neither peer pressure from the community, which is likely to increase turnout, nor the political awareness that is typical of urban areas obtains in these communities. 

Since 1990 the average participation in Hungary's towns with county rights (these are the 23 largest towns in Hungary outside Budapest, which enjoy a privileged municipal status; they are the 18 county seats plus five other large towns) has ranged from 64% to 73.2%. Looking at data from all democratic elections, the average turnout was lowest in Tatabánya and Kecskemét with 64.6% and the highest in Sopron with 73.2%. One of the main conclusions regarding citizens' electoral participation patterns, namely that the electorate in the Transdanubian (north-western) region is more active than their counterparts in central or eastern Hungary, also applies to the towns with county rights. 

Participation declined in all towns with county rights as compared to the 2006 levels: with a drop of 8.7% Tatabánya has experienced the greatest drop in citizens’ propensity to vote, and the seat of Komárom-Esztergom county is followed by Pécs with a 7.7% decline, Szeged and Salgótarján each with 6.9% and Nagykanizsa with 6.2%. Four towns in Hungary's Alföld region (the Great Plains in Hungary's southeast) – Hódmezővásárhely, Debrecen, Kecskemét and Nyíregyháza – saw the smallest increases in the passivity of their voting age population. In Hódmezővásárhely voter participation declined by a mere 1.5% between 2006 and 2010, while in Debrecen the respective number was 2%, in Kecskemét 2.1% and in Nyíregyháza 2.8%. These numbers basically reflect the shift in the political balance that took place between 2006 and 2010, specifically the left massively losing ground and the corresponding vast surge in Fidesz' popularity, as well as the emergence of Jobbik. In line with this development, the traditionally left-wing towns experienced significantly greater increases in voter passivity than those municipalities where the right is traditionally strong. 
Juxtaposing the municipalities' structure, size and location with data on turnout we can conclude that villages in micro-regions exhibit the greatest divergence from their respective counties' average participation figures. It is here that we find the municipalities whose residents are the most active voters, but the most passive villages are among these as well. The results of towns with county rights, of county seats and towns with a population of 50,000 or more displayed nowhere near the massive fluctuations in terms of turnout as some of the smaller municipalities. 
It is a piece of conventional wisdom in political analyses that citizens of Roma ethnicity tend to participate in much lower numbers than ethnically non-Roma Hungarians. A 2012 poll undertaken by the European Social Survey did not support this thesis, which is why we looked at the issue by analysing databases containing municipal-level turnout data from the period between 1990 and 2010. An analysis of the relative electoral activity of municipalities predominantly inhabited by Roma residents also failed to bear out the commonly voiced hypothesis: there is no significant correlation between the share of minorities in a municipality and voter turnout. 
Proposals for increasing voter turnout

Increasing voter turnout lastingly and across the board is crucial for the quality of democracy. High participation makes democracy more stable, it increases the legitimacy of the government and the legislature, and allows for more efficient popular involvement in public affairs. 
Making voting mandatory obviously suggests itself from among the administrative instruments that could be suitable for increasing turnout. Yet such a measure would not help solve the underlying social problems – starting with the lack of trust in the democratic system all the way to lack of education – that lead to electoral abstention. Nevertheless, making voting fully or partially (e.g. for first time voters) mandatory could yield advantages, and it is not even without precedent within the European Union. Achieving this would require disavowing the consensus that has emerged with regard to rejecting mandatory voter registration – which emerged in reaction to the government’s attempt to enshrine the latter into law –, however, in order to realize the abovementioned objectives.
There are numerous other options available in addition to the administrative instruments for raising turnout. The most important of these is basic political and civic studies education grounded in a democratic – and of course party-politically neutral – understanding. Such an education could start as early as elementary school. A variety of democracy programmes and trainings, raising the mandatory school leaving age – or rather restoring it – and volunteer work in schools can all result in raising popular participation in public affairs. 

Political participation is also negatively impacted by the widespread perception that citizens have no say in political decisions, which are mostly generated non-transparently and in reflection of decision-makers' self-interest. The last years in particular saw the weakening of social consultation, a development that failed to elicit the interest of a wider audience, however – the minimum programme would be to ensure more transparent decision-making. 
It would be of vital importance for the democratic parties to recognise just how much they have let down electoral groups in north-eastern Hungary, whom the far-right was the first to really address during the 2010 parliamentary election. Better targeting of the democratic parties' messages, field work, drafting programmes specifically targeted at that region and properly communicating these programmes would be ineluctable to ensure that the share of votes cast for democratic parties can actually rise in this region. 

Though our analysis reveals no substantial differences between the electoral participation of Roma and non-Roma voters, there were numerous reports that in the by-elections held between 2010 and 2013 – and often before that, too – Roma voters were bribed by parties or politicians on the day of the election. It would naturally be a major mistake to condemn people living under difficult conditions on this account, but it should be possible to do something about this: for example by introducing scholarship programmes, taking integration policies seriously and increasing their practical efficiency, and by training credible politicians who are committed to solving the problems facing the Roma community. 
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