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1 Introduction 
Democracy is one of the fundamental values of the European Union (EU).1 The starting point 
of democracy is that it represents ‘rule of the people’.  But which people should be 
represented?  In this report, we put a particular focus on the representation of ‘mobile EU 
citizens’ – people holding the citizenship of one Member State who have used their freedom 
of movement rights to live or work in another.   

Since the Maastricht Treaty, national citizens of European Union (EU) Member States (MS) 
have been vested with a derivative citizenship of the Union.  Such citizenship gives them not 
only the right to move and reside freely within the EU, but also the ‘to vote and to stand as 
candidates in elections to the European Parliament (EP) and in municipal elections in their 
Member State of residence, under the same conditions as nationals of that State’.2  

The 14.3 million people of voting age who live in an EU country other than their own 
collectively form a group that is larger than the individual electorates of 21 of the 28 Member 
States.  Though a small proportion of the overall EU population, and dispersed across the 
continent, residential concentration can mean that they represent a sizeable proportion of 
potential voters in some locations. If they cannot fully access their democratic rights, the 
result may be a ‘representation gap’, in which their views are systematically less represented 
than those of other EU citizens. In other words, mobility potentially leads to diminution of 
democratic participation and quality amongst the mobile citizens of the EU, unless voting 
rights follow. 

The Treaty provisions on electoral rights, and the Directives that give them substance – 
93/109/EC (EP elections) and 94/80/EC (municipal elections) – are designed to address the 
misalignment of national citizenship and electoral territories. They resolve it only partially. 
First, they concern only EP and municipal elections – leaving electoral rights in national-level 
elections subject to Member States’ own rules. It is entirely possible for a mobile EU citizen 
to end up with limited or no voting rights in any national parliament election.  With the partial 
exception of the UK and Ireland, no EU states grant other EU citizens the right to vote in their 
national-level elections, and not all states allow their own citizens to vote from abroad.3 
Second, Directive 93/109/EC concerns only EP voting rights of Union citizens in the country 
in which they live, but not relative to their country of origin. Third, even where the Directives 
imply an automatic right to voting rights in municipal elections, there is wide disparity in the 
ease with which mobile EU citizens can access these rights, and the administrative powers of 
the local government units to which they apply (as will be discussed below). 

The Directives have been in place for a quarter of a century, but we still have remarkably little 
knowledge of the extent to which mobile EU voters actually use their electoral rights. It is this 
gap that this FAIREU report addresses. First, it looks at the scope and enactment of Directives 
93/109/EC (EP elections) and 94/80/EC (municipal elections).  Thereafter, it examines the 
available information on registration and turnout rates amongst mobile EU voters, in the most 
recent municipal elections and EP elections prior to 2019 in each Member State.  Finally, it 
examines the available registration and turnout data of mobile EU voters in a selection of key 
countries.  Based on these three levels of analysis, tentative are drawn conclusions about the 
participation rates of mobile EU citizens in EP and municipal elections across the EU, and 
policy suggestions are made based on them.  
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2 Scope of Directives 93/109/EC and 94/80/EC 
Directive 93/109/EC (as amended) lays down detailed arrangements for mobile EU citizens to 
vote and stand as candidates in EP elections in their states of residence.4  In essence, the key 
provision is that mobile EU citizens should have voting and candidacy rights in their country 
of residence, unless deprived of their electoral rights in their home countries, if they fulfil the 
same criteria as the Member State ‘imposes by law on its own nationals’ (Art. 3).   

This formulation is important insofar as it does not create a universal electoral standard across 
the Union. Voting and candidacy rights are accorded in line with national specificities.  For 
example, the minimum voting age in Austria (and Malta, with effect from 2019) is 16 years, 
two years lower than in other EU states. The minimum age for candidacy varies from 18 to 25 
years across the EU. Each Member State has different provisions on disenfranchisement based 
on criminal convictions and mental incapacity.5 Some states also impose residency and 
registration restrictions, such as a requirement for permanent as opposed to temporary 
residency; minimum periods of prior residency; or different procedures for registration 
between EU and national citizens. In Belgium, Cyprus, Greece and Luxembourg, voting is 
also compulsory once registered (at least formally). In other states, it is voluntary.6 

Electoral rights of mobile EU citizens as external citizens in their home countries also vary 
widely. Directive 93/109/EC acknowledges a mobile EU citizen’s right to ‘vote and to stand 
as a candidate in the Member State of which the citizen is a national’ and ‘to choose the 
Member State in which to take part in European elections’.  But it does not make this a 
requirement, stating explicitly that these arrangements do not impinge on the prerogative of 
Member States to determine their own external voting and candidacy rules.  De facto, 
therefore, some mobile EU voters have a choice of whether to vote or stand for election to the 
European Parliament in their country of origin or of residence (with the caveat that double 
voting is prohibited), while others do not.  

A similar formulation features in Directive 94/80/EC (as amended),7 in respect of mobile EU 
citizens’ voting and candidacy rights in municipal elections.  Once again, the key point is that 
states may impose the same restrictions as they do on their own nationals (Art. 3), meaning 
that different rules on minimum ages, registration requirements, etc. apply from country to 
country.  

There are two further specificities in municipal elections.  The first is that the fundamental 
definition of ‘basic local government unit’ differs from state to state.  The applicable entities 
vary in administrative importance and size.  For example, mobile EU voters in France may 
vote only in elections to their local commune (low-level territorial divisions with on average 
fewer than 2,000 inhabitants), but not to larger subnational territorial units such as the 13 
régions or 101 départements.  At the other end of the spectrum, EU voters may vote in the 
highest-level territorial subdivisions in Denmark (5 regioner), Croatia (20 županija), Sweden 
(21 län) and Slovakia (8 samosprávny kraj), each of which can encompass several hundred 
thousand voters. 

Second, the Directive permits (but does not require) Member States to restrict certain 
municipal executive offices (‘elected head, deputy or member of the governing college of the 
executive of a basic local government’ – Art. 5.3) to their own nationals.  Thus, even if it is 
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possible for mobile EU citizens to vote and to be elected as municipal deputies, it is not 
always possible for them to exercise executive responsibility. 

Successive implementation reports have indicated that there have been several obstacles to the 
practical application of Directive 94/80/EC, such as arbitrary minimum residence periods and 
failure to count time spent in other EU Member States in lieu.8  Over the last few years, most 
of these formal legal inconsistencies have been removed,9  but in practice there remain 
significant de facto obstacles to mobile EU citizens who wish to exercise their democratic 
rights in municipal and EP elections.10 

Even if EU citizens have the right to vote in local and EP elections, it is unclear that anything 
close to a majority of them can and will.  There are several ‘filters’ on participation. The first 
group of obstacles concerns eligibility and registration.  Whereas registration on the electoral 
roll is automatic in most countries for native citizens, in more than half the Member States 
mobile EU voters are required to register themselves separately on the electoral register, even 
if they are already living in the country.  For local elections, this is the case in 15 of the 28 EU 
Member States, and for EP elections, in no fewer than 25 of them.11  Moreover, the definition 
of residency differs from state to state and in some countries requires a minimum number of 
months’ or years’ prior residence. In EP elections, as noted above, a majority of mobile EU 
citizens (but not all, depending on their country of origin) may also have the option of voting 
in their home country, which means that registration rates in countries of residence should be 
considered alongside those in countries of origin.  

Second, even where voters are registered, turnout amongst non-citizens may also be lower 
than among native citizens. Unfamiliarity with the local political landscapes or language 
barriers may act as a disincentive to participation, as well as specific national rules (such as 
compulsory voting).  The reason for a voter’s mobility may also affect his or her propensity to 
participate: those whose main reason for mobility is a short-term work opportunity or other 
temporary situation such as study may feel less commitment to vote in their country of 
residence than long-term mobile EU citizens who plan a long-term future there.  This also 
draws attention to the fact that, even where the body of mobile EU citizens remains stable in 
size, there may be turnover in the people who comprise it from one election to the next. 

We have hitherto had remarkably little empirical information on the extent to which mobile 
EU citizens actually do participate in local and European elections.  Eurobarometer studies 
have suggested that general awareness of EU mobile voting rights in local and European 
elections has been falling in recent years – but these awareness figures are measured among 
the general population, not mobile EU citizens themselves.12  The Commission’s own reports 
on the implementation of Directive 94/80/EC have indicated that registration and turnout rates 
that are much below those for native citizens – but the depth of the studies has been hampered 
by poor response rates from national authorities, and limited data.13 

The current report seeks to add to the foundational work done by these reports through the 
compilation of a comprehensive database of registration and electoral results across EU 
Member States in the most recent two EP elections and the most recent municipal elections.14  
It allows us to build a more comprehensive picture of registration and turnout rates amongst 
mobile EU citizens across Europe in local and European Parliament elections.  The overall 
picture is of turnout rates that are universally much lower than those of national citizens in 
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each state.  But there is wide variation, and whether this primarily manifests itself through low 
registration rates or low turnout rates, or a combination of the two. 

Two further caveats are in order before continuing.  First, there are many categories of 
foreign-born or foreign-background voters, but the current report has a narrow focus primarily 
on ‘mobile EU citizens’ – people who hold the citizenship of an EU state other than the one 
they live in, but do not hold the citizenship of their state of residence. Some foreign-born 
people may be citizens of their country of residence (e.g., through naturalisation or 
derivatively from birth) – but in electoral statistics they are usually counted as part of the 
resident citizenry, rather than as mobile EU citizens. Relevant distinctions should therefore be 
made between ‘foreign-born’, ‘foreign citizen’ and ‘non-citizen’. There may also be other 
electoral levels apart from EP and basic municipal elections in which non-national EU 
citizens or non-EU citizens have voting rights - but these are afforded by national-specific 
legislation. Our focus in this report is primarily on those whose voting rights in municipal and 
EP elections derive directly from their status as EU citizens from another EU country, through 
the application of EU law. 

Second, the report focuses on active electoral rights – the uptake of the right to vote.  This is 
not to deny the importance of passive electoral rights for mobile EU citizens (the right to 
stand as a candidate), which are covered in other parts of the FAIREU and previous 
projects.15  But this report primarily focuses on registration and turnout rates among mobile 
EU voters in EP and municipal elections across the Union. 
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3 The FAIREU database on turnout 
3.1 Methodology 
In order to assess the participation of mobile EU citizens in municipal and EP elections, a 
database was constructed for the most recent municipal elections prior to 1 January 2019 to 
which Directive 94/80/EC applied, and also to the two most recent EP elections prior to the 
May 2019 contest (2009 and 2014, except in Croatia where the first EP election took place in 
2013).  The 2019 EP election is not systematically included in the database, as not all states 
had officially finalised and published their definitive results and/or deep-level breakdowns of 
registration and turnout, at the time of going to press.  Where relevant details are known from 
the provisional results, they are included in the country reports in section 4. 

Whereas the Commission’s reports on participation rates focus on questionnaire returns from 
national authorities,16 the database used for the current report prioritises publicly-available 
official sources of electoral information, supplemented with other reliable and verifiable data 
(including queries to national authorities). 

For each election, the following sources of information were sought in order of priority.  First, 
registration and turnout figures for the election in general were identified. Thereafter, specific 
registration and turnout data for mobile EU citizens were sought. The unavailability of data 
through one source of information led to the continuation of the search through the next level 
of enquiry: 

• official data in the public domain (e.g., official results from electoral commissions and 
parliamentary documents); 

• Publicly available research data from reputable academic studies;17 
• Links to official figures from reputable secondary sources (e.g., European 

Commission implementation report summaries, press releases and newspaper articles 
based on official data which itself is no longer available);18 

• Approaches via FAIREU country experts to national authorities, with formal freedom 
of information requests; 

• Direct approaches from the current authors to national authorities, with informal 
freedom of information requests or requests for clarifications. 

• Gaps in data are filled in from the findings of the FAIREU country experts as 
presented in the project’s country reports.19 

The data utilised are listed in a separate database available on the FAIREU website.20 

3.2 Scope of inventory 
The data cover the 2009 and 2014 European Parliament election in all EU Member States and 
the most recent municipal elections prior to 1 January 2019.  Our focus is on voting rather 
than on candidacy. For both EP and municipal elections, the criteria for inclusion were: 

• Legislative elections 
• Mobile EU citizens entitled to vote in the election in their country of residence, under 

the provisions of Directives 93/109/EC (EP elections) or 94/80/EC (municipal 
elections) 

• Participation in voting (active electoral rights). 
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For maximum comparability, the focus in the database is on municipal legislative elections, as 
such bodies exist in every EU Member State, and mobile EU citizens are granted the franchise 
to them through Directive 94/80/EC.  In some countries, mobile EU citizens can also vote in 
other forms of local government elections – for example, mayoral contests.  Such electoral 
rights vary from country to country and also reflect differences in local government 
structures, but are not universal across the EU.  

In some countries, national legislation on voting rights goes beyond the inclusiveness 
requirements of Directive 94/80/EC. Twelve EU states (Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and Sweden; plus Spain, Portugal and the 
UK for selected nationalities) give voting rights to third-country citizens (TCCs) as well as 
EU citizens in municipal elections, albeit typically after much longer waiting periods or only 
by reciprocity.  In the database, our focus has been on mobile EU citizens only, except where 
no distinction is made in the registration data between different categories of non-national 
voters (such as in Sweden, which simply records the number of ‘non-Swedish’ voters without 
geographical breakdown of nationality). 

Data were assembled or calculated for each election in respect of the following parameters, 
where available: 

• Registration:  
o absolute number of mobile EU voters registered.  
o proportion of registered EU electorate relative to the overall electorate (share 

of electorate). 
o proportion of registered EU electorate relative to mobile EU citizens of voting 

age (registration rate). 
 

• Turnout  
o Absolute number of mobile EU citizens actually voting. 
o Proportion of EU voters relative to the number of registered mobile EU 

citizens (turnout as % of registered EU voters).  
o Proportion of EU voters relative to the total number of EU citizens of voting 

age (registered and non-registered) (turnout as % of eligible EU voters). 

As explained further in section 2.3, not all countries had equally comprehensive data, and in 
some cases it was not possible to ascertain with accuracy the registration or turnout rates.   

As a methodological point, ‘turnout’ is not defined identically in each country’s electoral 
legislation. For the purposes of comparison, it has generally been calculated as the number of 
ballot papers given out (if this is different from the number of ballot papers in urns), relative 
to the registered electorate.  In this definition, invalid ballot papers are included (on the basis 
that these are still cast by people who have turned out to vote, even if they are discounted 
from final results).  This may lead to minor deviations between official turnout rates 
calculated according to national specificities, and this uniform measure.  ‘Registration rates’ 
are defined according to the denominator of eligible people who could in principle register – 
which sometimes involves a degree of estimation where it concerns populations of non-
citizens in decentralised countries (see sections 2.3 and 3.1). 
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The database comprises turnout data on the 2009 and 2014 European Parliament elections for 
each available country, and the most recent municipal elections to which Directive 94/80/EC 
applied, held prior to 1 January 2019.  The list of elections included is given in table 1. 

Table 1: List of most recent municipal elections to which Directive 94/80/EC applied, prior 
to 1 January 2019 

Code Country name Election date Local government level 
AT Austria Various Gemeinden 
BE Belgium 14/10/2018 Commune/Gemeente/Gemeinde 
BG Bulgaria 25/10/2015 Obshtina 
BG Bulgaria 01/11/2015 Obshtina (2nd round) 
CY Cyprus 18/12/2016 Δήμοι (Dimoi) – Municipalities 
CZ Czech Republic 05/10/2018 Obec 
DE Germany Various Gemeinde 
DE Germany Various Kreise/Kreisfreie Städte/Gemeinde 
DK Denmark 21/11/2017 Kommuner 
DK Denmark 21/11/2017 Regioner 
EE Estonia 15/10/2017 Linnad/vallad 
EL Greece 18/05/2014 Δήμοι (Dimoi) – Municipalities 
ES Spain 24/05/2015 Municipio 
FI Finland 09/04/2017 Kuntaa/kommuner 
FR France 23/03/2014 Commune 
FR France 30/03/2014 Commune (2nd round) 
HR Croatia 21/05/2017 Općina/grad 
HR Croatia 21/05/2017 Županija (counties) 
HR Croatia 04/06/2017 Općina/grad (2nd round) 
HR Croatia 04/06/2017 Županija (counties) (2nd round) 
HU Hungary 12/10/2014 Települések (communities) 
IE Ireland 23/05/2014 County (26), city (3) + city & county (2) 
IT Italy 25/05/2014 Comune (selected regions) 
IT Italy 30/05/2015 Comune (selected regions) 
IT Italy 05/06/2016 Comune (selected regions) 
IT Italy 11/06/2017 Comune (selected regions) 
IT Italy 10/06/2018 Comune (selected regions) 
LT Lithuania 01/03/2015 Savivaldybė 
LT Lithuania 15/03/2015 Savivaldybė (2nd round) 
LU Luxembourg 08/10/2017 Commune 

LV Latvia 03/06/2017 Novadi (municipalities) (110) + republikas pilsētas 
(republican cities) (9) 

MT Malta 11/04/2015 Kunsill lokali 
NL Netherlands 21/03/2018 Gemeente 
PL Poland 21/10/2018 Gmina 
PL Poland 04/11/2018 Gmina (2nd round) 
PT Portugal 01/10/2017 Assembleia de Freguesia 
PT Portugal 01/10/2017 Assembleia Municipal 
PT Portugal 01/10/2017 Câmara Municipal 
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RO Romania 05/06/2016 Comune/oraşe 
RO Romania 19/06/2016 Comune/oraşe (2nd round) 
SE Sweden 09/09/2018 Kommun 
SE Sweden 09/09/2018 Län 
SI Slovenia 18/11/2018 Občine 
SI Slovenia 02/12/2018 Občine (2nd round) 
SK Slovakia 04/11/2017 Samosprávny kraj 
SK Slovakia 10/11/2018 Obec; mesto; mestská časť  

UK United Kingdom Various 

counties in England;  
counties, county boroughs and communities in Wales;  
regions and Islands in Scotland;  
districts in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland;  
London boroughs;  
parishes in England;  
the City of London in relation to ward elections for 
common councilmen. 

Key: ISO/EU country codes. 

In the majority of Member States, elections to municipal authorities are held simultaneously 
across the whole country on the same day, at regular intervals.  In some cases (for example, 
Austria, Germany and the United Kingdom (UK)), municipal elections are held on different 
cycles in different parts of the country.  In Germany, there have been several exceptions made 
to these term limits to create a gradual convergence in the majority of the federal states 
between municipal and European Parliament electoral cycles. 

3.3 Brief observations on data quality 
Although this study arguably represents the most systematic attempt hitherto to map electoral 
registration and turnout rates among mobile EU citizens in municipal and European 
Parliament elections, it is still not completely exhaustive.  There are a number of reasons for 
this. 

First, electoral commissions often do not publish more than a general summary of registration 
and turnout numbers for the whole electorate.  It is generally possible to ascertain overall 
registration and turnout statistics – but relatively rare for published registration and turnout 
figures to be disaggregated further by citizenship, gender, age or other demographic factors. 

Second, the availability of registration/turnout data specifically on mobile EU citizens is 
particularly patchy.  When a breakdown by citizenship status does exist, it is more usual to be 
found for registration figures than turnout data, for reasons explained below. 

Only in a few cases (e.g., Bulgaria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Poland, Spain, Sweden) are 
official registration rates published with a clear differentiation between national and non-
national citizens, particularly in municipal elections. Even then, the figures are sometimes 
only published at polling station level (e.g., in Bulgaria and Poland) rather than collated 
nationally; and they do not always distinguish EU and non-EU ‘foreign voters’ in general. 

Even when EU citizens are demarcated from national citizens in electoral registers, it is 
unusual for published figures to give a breakdown of these voters by nationality.  Only for a 
handful of countries (Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, France, Luxembourg, and Spain) were such 
data available in respect of municipal elections; plus Austria, Estonia and Romania for 
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European Parliament elections.  Even then, generally the numbers were found only in longer 
analytical reports (rather than tabular electoral results), through secondary analysis (e.g., 
register-based academic studies in Denmark, Luxembourg, Spain) or through data available 
from freedom of information requests (e.g., Belgium and Cyprus).  In the main, however, we 
know very little about the individual countries from which mobile voters EU hail. 

For countries where external voting is possible in European Parliament elections, the 
breakdown of resident and non-resident voters is not always made clear in each country’s 
electoral statistics, nor the countries in which people voted. 

A final problem is that in some cases different official documents may contradict each other 
or contain slightly different information.21  This means that a value judgement sometimes has 
to be taken as to which of two different ‘official’ figures is the more accurate, even if the 
differences are sometimes minor.  In the case of turnout and registration data, generally the 
more detailed of the two has been used – unless it clearly predates the less detailed but 
possibly more definitive one. 

Having identified some of the drawbacks of available data, we can briefly note the most 
common causes of them: 

• Registration procedures. Voter registration is often administered at municipal or 
district level, which causes difficulties of data aggregation, particularly for external 
voters (who are dispersed across the whole country’s electoral registers).  In highly 
decentralised states (such as the federal countries of Austria and Germany, and the 
UK), it is particularly difficult to keep track of mobile EU voter turnout and external 
voting.22 
 

• Lack of public data.  In several countries, registration rates for mobile EU voters are 
not published.  For some, such as the UK, the data are simply not available.23 Other 
countries aggregate data privately, but do not publicly release it except by request or to 
official bodies.  Formal or informal freedom of information requests by the current 
authors or the network of FAIREU country experts obtained aggregate-level figures 
for Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Cyprus that were not otherwise in the 
public domain. 
 

• A particular lack of turnout data availability: 
o In some cases, once the qualification to enter the list of eligible voters for a 

particular election has been established, no further distinction is maintained on 
the electoral list between different categories of voter, on the basis that all are 
equally entitled to vote – making it impossible to differentiate their turnout 
rates. 

o In other countries (such as the UK), turnout is recorded on voter lists manually.  
Theoretically it would be possible to go through the marked registers and make 
a manual count by type of voter, but it would require an army of researchers to 
examine each page of each marked paper register for every municipality – an 
impossible logistical task.24   
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o Different national electoral requirements on how to record/report official 
election results mean that the distinction between EU and national citizens is 
reported in some countries, but not in others. 
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4 Comparative rate of participation: an overview 
In this section, we summarise the available information on registration and turnout rates in the 
most recent municipal elections prior to 2019, and in the 2009 and 2014 European Parliament 
elections.   

As the literature has widely debated, European Parliament elections are not quite comparable 
with municipal (and national) ones for several theoretical reasons.25 We know from academic 
literature that turnout levels vary substantially according to the type of election, and normally 
European countries show higher turnout rates in national elections rather than in local and 
European elections.26 Although both local and municipal elections are considered to be 
‘second-order’ to national contests, local elections generally have higher levels of turnout than 
European Parliament ones.27  The 2019 European Parliament election was the first ever to 
record an increase in the average turnout rate compared with the preceding one.28  

Despite this empirical limitation, investigation of EU citizens’ registration and turnout rates is 
crucial. In fact, as shown by Gaus and Seubert, ‘low turnout is related to social inequality of 
voting. Socially weak EU-citizens are overrepresented in the group of non-voters’.29  Whilst 
the lack of individual-level data in the present study means that our focus is primarily on 
analysing turnout comparatively rather than on engaging in causal investigation, it is worth 
bearing in mind that the under-representation of mobile EU citizens is potentially a 
democratic problem if their interests and concerns differ from those of other voters. 

4.1 Municipal elections 2014-18 
As noted above, the data have been combined from numerous official sources and represent 
the best estimates available.  The number of EU citizens of voting age (from which 
registration rates are calculated) is estimated from Eurostat data, except in a few cases where 
other figures are verifiably more accurate.30 

Table 2 shows headline registration rates for the most recent municipal elections in each EU 
country prior to 2019.  It is arranged in order of registration rates, as a proportion of those 
eligible. 

In the countries with automatic registration, registration is at or close to 100 per cent of the 
eligible population of mobile EU voters.  This is in sharp contrast to countries where 
registration is voluntary, where the highest registration rate (in Spain) is only 26 per cent.  
Registration rates are particularly low in the Czech Republic (where only 2 per cent of voting-
age mobile EU citizens are registered to vote), Bulgaria, Poland and Greece.  Bulgaria also 
has the smallest cohort of EU citizens on the electoral register, with only 414 individuals 
across the entire country able to vote in its 2015 local elections. 

Unfortunately, we cannot follow the behaviour of all 14.3 million mobile EU citizens in 
municipal elections, since some of the countries for which detailed data on mobile EU 
registration figures are lacking are also those with some of the largest populations of non-
native mobile EU citizens (particularly Germany and the UK).  But focusing on the 21 
countries for which registration data are available, the official figures allow us to find 
electoral registrations in their countries of residence for 2.2 million mobile EU citizens, out of 
around 6.8 million who could potentially be eligible in these countries.   
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Table 2: Registration rates amongst mobile EU citizens, most recent municipal elections 
(2014-18) 

  Country 
Estimated mobile EU 

population of voting age 
Registered EU 

voters 
Registered as % of mobile EU 

voting age population 
LV Latvia 5,386 15,053 279.5% 
HU Hungary 74,184 108,994 146.9% 
SI Slovenia 17,579 20,510 116.7% 
FI Finland 81,051 81,051 100.0% 
MT Malta 14,021 14,021 100.0% 
RO Romania 40,846 40,846 100.0% 
SE Sweden 535,857 535,857* 100.0% 
SK Slovakia 67,768 67,768* 100.0% 
LT Lithuania 4,870 4,524 92.9% 
DK Denmark*** 173,480 157,879 91.0% 
ES Spain 1,703,466 442,127 26.0% 
FR France 1,250,364 278,000 22.2% 
CY Cyprus 92,962 16,740 18.0% 
BE Belgium 748,267 130,559 17.4% 
LU Luxembourg 192,603 31,288 16.2% 
IT Italy** 1,246,321 182,337 14.6% 
PT Portugal 106,819 12,992 12.2% 
EL Greece 163,855 19,102 11.7% 
PL Poland 27,464 1,845 6.7% 
BG Bulgaria 11,779 414 3.5% 
CZ Czech Republic 202,222 4,038 2.0% 
AT Austria 542,968 - - 

DE Germany 3,484,779 - - 

EE Estonia 14,944 - - 

HR Croatia 13,760 - - 

IE Ireland 342,722 - - 

NL Netherlands 420,842 - - 

UK United Kingdom 2,921,319 - - 
Source: Multiple official sources31 
Notes:  
*Figures refer to all non-national electorate, not just EU voters 
**Figures for Italy reflect registration details from 2016 – not a particular municipal election 
***Figures for Denmark are for 91 out of 98 municipalities. 
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Table 3: Electoral weight of mobile EU voters (registered and potential), municipal 
elections 2014-18 

  Country 

Total 
population 

>18 years 
(millions) 

EU citizens as 
% of 

population >18 
years 

Registered EU 
voters as % of 

all voters 

Difference: EU citizens’ 
proportion of population 

>18 years and of 
registered electorate (as 

% of pop.) 
LU Luxembourg 0.5 40.6% 10.97% -29.6% 
CY Cyprus 0.7 13.7% - - 
IE Ireland 3.5 9.9% - - 
BE Belgium 9.1 8.2% 1.60% -6.6% 
AT Austria 7.4 7.3% - - 
SE Sweden* 8.0 6.7% 7.15% 0.4% 
UK United Kingdom 51.9 5.6% - - 
DE Germany 69.0 5.1% - - 
ES Spain 38.1 4.5% 1.26% -3.2% 
MT Malta 0.4 3.9% 7.09% 3.2% 
DK Denmark 4.6 3.8% 3.47% -0.3% 
NL Netherlands 13.8 3.1% - - 
IT Italy** 50.7 2.5% - - 
FR France 51.4 2.4% 0.61% -1.8% 
CZ Czech Republic 8.7 2.3% 0.05% -2.3% 
HU Hungary 3.5 2.1% 1.33% -0.8% 
FI Finland 4.4 1.8% 1.85% 0.0% 
EL Greece 9.0 1.8% 0.19% -1.6% 
SK Slovakia* 4.4 1.5% 1.51% 0.0% 
EE Estonia 1.1 1.4% - - 
PT Portugal 8.5 1.3% 0.14% -1.1% 
SI Slovenia 1.7 1.0% 1.21% 0.2% 
HR Croatia 3.4 0.4% - - 
LV Latvia 1.6 0.3% 1.04% 0.7% 
RO Romania 16.0 0.3% 0.22% 0.0% 
LT Lithuania 2.4 0.2% 0.23% 0.0% 
BG Bulgaria 6.0 0.2% 0.01% -0.2% 
PL Poland 31.1 0.1% 0.01% -0.1% 

Sources/key: as table 2 

What is the ‘electoral weight’ of mobile EU citizens in each country? Table 3 – arranged in 
order of the voting-age mobile EU population – casts light on this.  Looking at the registered 
voters of all types, mobile EU citizens have least influence in Poland, Bulgaria, the Czech 
Republic, Portugal and Greece, where they accounted for less than 0.2 per cent of all people 
on the electoral rolls in the most recent municipal elections prior to 2019.  At the other end of 
the scale, Luxembourg not unexpectedly has the highest proportion of mobile EU citizens 
amongst its electorate, accounting for around 11 per cent of all registered voters, followed by 
Sweden, Malta and Denmark, where they comprised 3 to 7 per cent of the registered 
electorate.32 
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The number of mobile EU voters can be compared with population statistics to indicate in 
which countries they are over- and under-represented in the electoral process.  In a few 
countries – Hungary, Romania, Denmark, Slovakia, Finland, Sweden, Lithuania and Slovenia 
– the proportion of mobile EU voters as a share of the electorate is approximately in line with 
their share of the population, with some small variations.  At the other end of the scale, 
mobile EU voters are statistically under-weighted in the countries with very low registration 
rates such as the Bulgaria and Poland (which have relatively few mobile EU citizens in the 
first place) and the Czech Republic, Greece and Portugal (which have more resident EU 
citizens but relatively few who are registered to vote).  Of particular interest are the states 
with relatively large foreign populations, but fairly low registration rates – which means that 
the interests of the mobile EU voters are particularly under-represented in determining 
municipal affairs.   In Luxembourg, the combination of a 5-year residence restriction (see 
section 4.1.2 below) and low rates of voluntary registration mean that mobile EU voters, even 
though they comprise 11 per cent of the registered electorate, are still substantially under-
represented compared with the 40 per cent of the population that they comprise.  A similar 
situation exists in Belgium, where mobile EU citizens are 8.6 per cent of the population but 
only 1.6 per cent of the electorate, underweighting them by a factor of five.  In France, mobile 
EU citizens comprise 2.4 per cent of the population but only 0.6 per cent of the electorate.   

Table 4: Turnout rates of EU mobile voters, municipal elections 2014-18 

 
Countries Registered EU 

voters  
EU 

turnout 
Turnout as % of 

EU registered 
Turnout as % 
of EU eligible 

Overall election 
turnout (all 

voters) 
CY Cyprus                    16,740  10,977 65.6% 11.8% - 
DK Denmark                  157,879  41,295 26.2% 23.8% 70.8% 
FI Finland                    81,051  14,252 17.6% 17.6% 58.9% 
PL Poland                      1,845  1,381 74.9% 5.0% 55.2% 
RO Romania                    40,846  1,713 4.2% 4.2% 48.2% 

Sources: Multiple official sources 
 
Data on actual turnout rates (as opposed to registration rates) are less common, for the reasons 
outlined in section 2.  Table 4 presents the turnout figures for a selection of countries where 
turnout by citizenship is recorded separately.  Where registration is voluntary and requires 
bureaucratic hurdles to be overcome, the majority of voters who enter the electoral roll then 
go on to vote.  In the three countries in table 4 that have automatic registration, the turnout 
rates amongst registered voters are much lower.   

To take account of the different methods of registration and the self-selection involved, the 
registration rate relative to the voting-age population of mobile citizens can be used as a 
comparable indicator.  Table 4 shows that the overall turnout rates as a proportion of those 
who could potentially have voted were higher in Denmark and Finland (which had automatic 
registration) than in Cyprus and Malta (which had active registration) – but that the reverse 
was true in Romania.  Registration is clearly not the only hurdle to participation – but 
complicated registration procedures can act as a ‘filter’ that removes all but the most active 
members of the electorate at an early stage.  Systems of automatic registration, by contrast, 
are less exclusive before the election, but do not guarantee that overall participation will be 
higher.   
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4.2 European Parliament elections 2009 and 2014 
Table 5 shows the registration rates of mobile EU citizens in the European Parliament 
elections of 2009 and 2014.  For each election, the figures show the estimated number of 
mobile EU citizens of voting age; the best estimate (from official figures) of the number of 
voters from other EU states registered to vote in that country; and the relative proportion of 
the total voting-age mobile EU population.  As outlined in section 1, many but not all 
nationalities have the option of voting either in their country of residence, or of origin.  Thus 
it is to be expected that registration rates will be lower in European Parliament than in 
municipal elections.  Moreover, in most countries, registration procedures for European 
Parliament elections either involve opting-in, or, once registered, having the option to opt out 
again if choosing to take up electoral rights in the country of origin.   

Table 5: Registration rates, resident mobile EU citizens, European Parliament elections 
2009 and 2014 

  2009  2014 

  Country 

Resident 
EU 

citizens 
>18 years  

Resident 
EU 

citizens 
registered  

Registration 
rate (%)  

 Resident 
EU 

citizens 
>18 years  

Resident 
EU 

citizens 
registered 

Registration 
rate (%) %  

AT Austria  280,000  30,393  10.9%   431,173   33,184  7.7% 
BE Belgium  592,380  66,343  11.2%   684,306   68,771  10.0% 
BG Bulgaria -  115  -  26,590   55  0.2% 
CY Cyprus 77,697  6,449  8.3%   112,012   7,712  6.9% 
CZ Cz. Republic  139,192   696  0.5%   164,644   689  0.4% 
DE Germany 2,142,810   141,425  6.6%  3,168,638   172,110  5.4% 
DK Denmark  97,919  16,744  17.1%   130,631   15,940  12.2% 
EE Estonia 8,649   951  11.0%  20,130   1,191  5.9% 
EL Greece  114,377  6,519  5.7%   140,520   13,098  9.3% 
ES Spain 1,970,778   284,443  14.4%  2,119,647   337,748  15.9% 
FI Finland 45,536  6,211  13.6%  71,120   7,333  10.3% 
FR France 1,156,209   223,148  19.3%  1,406,700   245,063  17.4% 
HR Croatia  -  -  -  5,293   8  0.2% 
HU Hungary  105,648  5,542  5.2%   104,822   1,619  1.5% 
IE Ireland  303,865  73,216  24.1%   323,460   71,735  22.2% 
IT Italy  - 65,904  -  1,287,200  - 0.0% 
LT Lithuania 3,278   354  10.8%  3,993   278  7.0% 
LU Luxembourg   107,691  17,340  16.1%   168,984   21,650  12.8% 
LV Latvia 8,577   249  2.9%  8,967   326  3.6% 
MT Malta 19,504  2,087  10.7%  45,917   7,868  17.1% 
NL Netherlands  241,495  - -   380,600   48,169  12.7% 
PL Poland 14,003   364  2.6%  24,495   0.0% 
PT Portugal 84,727  10,930  12.9%   100,597  8,981  8.9% 
RO Romania 28,273   84  0.3%  36,293   592  1.6% 
SE Sweden  221,237  48,413  21.9%   248,066   49,092  19.8% 
SI Slovenia 1,426   83  5.8%  18,806   668  3.6% 
SK Slovakia 6,871   591  8.6%  55,900   33  0.1% 
UK United K’dom 1,043,629  -  -  1,921,000   160,000  8.3% 

Source: Multiple official sources (see table 2 for notes) 
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Having said that, there are a number of pertinent observations to be made about the figures in 
table 5. First, registration rates are universally low and even more so than in municipal 
elections.  Second, registration rates were generally slightly lower in 2014 than in 2009 – 
contrary to the expectation that participation might increase over time as people become more 
aware of their rights and European Parliament elections gain in profile.  The highest mobile 
EU voter registration rate was in Ireland on both occasions, where the registration rate was 
around 22 to 24 per cent of those eligible.  In other words, three out of four mobile EU voters 
were not registered to vote even in the country with the highest registration rate, and in the 
majority of countries fewer than one in ten mobile EU citizens was registered to vote.  This is 
illustrated graphically in figure 1. 

Figure 1: Registration rates amongst mobile EU citizens (% of voting-age mobile EU 
citizens resident in country), European Parliament elections, 2009 and 2014 

 
Sources: Authors’ calculations based on multiple official sources (as table 5) 

In the new Member States, registration of resident EU citizens is so low as to be almost 
insignificant. Croatia, Slovakia and Bulgaria, for instance, had only 8, 33 and 55 resident 
mobile EU citizens on their electoral registers across the entire countries in the 2014 
European Parliament elections.33  In several of the other new Member States – most notably 
Lithuania, Latvia, Romania and the Czech Republic – only a few hundred mobile EU citizens 
were registered to vote.  Admittedly the new Member States generally have fewer mobile EU 
citizens in the first place – but these seven countries had around 300,000 resident mobile EU 
citizens of voting age among them, indicating a particularly low level of engagement in EP 
elections amongst their resident mobile EU citizens.  
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The registration rates amongst resident mobile EU voters present only part of the story of 
mobile EU voters in European Parliament elections. As noted above, in 23 of the 28 states it is 
possible to choose to vote as an external voter relative to one’s country of citizenship, rather 
than as an EU citizen in the country of residence.  (In the 2009 European Parliament election 
in Romania, for example, there were only 56 Community voters registered, but 89,373 
Romanians indicated an intention to vote in other EU states.34)   

There are limits on how easy it is to establish participation rates for such external citizens, 
however.  Many countries’ records of their own external citizens are patchy. Some countries 
(most notably Romania and Estonia) use the total number of votes cast abroad as the only 
record of the number of external electors, giving an official turnout of 100 per cent among 
them.  Since it seems highly unlikely that this represents the sum total of all external citizens, 
it only makes sense to examine turnout rates by external citizens only for countries that use 
the number of registered non-resident citizens (rather than votes cast) as their starting points.   
Table 6 shows turnout rates among external citizens for a selection of such countries, 
indicating that around 4-11 per cent of external mobile EU voters cast ballots from their 
countries of residence back to their countries of citizenship in 2014. 

Table 6: Turnout rates, non-resident citizens (mobile EU voters), European Parliament 
election 2014 

 Country  Registered external voters (N) Turnout (N) % turnout 
FI Finland 222,216 9,614 4.3% 
FR France 1,063,607 117,422 11.0% 
IT Italy 1,406,291 83,254 5.9% 
PT Portugal 244,986 5,129 2.1% 
SI Slovenia 70,170 7,183 10.2% 

Source: as table 5 

Another way of measuring the participation of non-resident citizens is by comparing the data 
from national electoral commission notifications about double-registered voters.  
Theoretically, the country of origin is supposed to delete the voter from their electoral register 
when notified by the country of residence that an EU citizen has been registered in their 
country of residence.  In total, around 600,000 such notifications were made in 2014 across 
the EU28 – but the success of the cross-referencing was extremely patchy, with less than half 
able to be identified by their home country’s national authorities, and many exchanges of data 
that were incomplete or too late.35 
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5 Key country studies 
The headline figures presented in section 3 give a useful comparative overview of the turnout 
of mobile EU citizens across Europe, but they do not allow us to investigate what factors 
correlate with lower or higher turnout.  For example, does it make a difference what 
nationalities the mobile EU voters hold?  Are there any gender differences in turnout patterns?  
Does it matter how long the EU citizens have lived in the country? 

The data on these issues is very patchy at a pan-European level, as noted in section 2.  Only in 
a few states is it possible to obtain more detailed information that allows us to analyse 
differences by age, gender, nationality, time of residence in the country, etc.  These data are 
not equally comprehensive for each state, nor are they prepared with the same methodologies 
or categories. Taken on a case-by-case basis and cross-referenced, however, they expand our 
understanding of the political participation of mobile EU citizens in European Parliament and 
municipal elections. 

This section examines in more detail the available data on registration and turnout in several 
key states that represent different parts of the EU.  First, we examine two of the original EU 
states – Belgium and Luxembourg – that have detailed registration data and also feature 
compulsory voting.  Second, some of the other ‘old’ Member States are examined, including 
Spain and the Nordic countries, where the combination of official data and survey research 
allows a uniquely detailed examination of participation amongst mobile EU citizens.  Finally, 
a selection of new Member States – where participation rates of mobile EU citizens are 
generally very low – are analysed.   

5.1  Selected old Member States 
5.1.1 Belgium 
Belgium is a very interesting case to investigate for several reasons – not just because it is the 
main location of the EU institutions and was one of the founder Member States. 

First of all, registration for mobile EU non-Belgian citizens is not automatic but completely 
voluntary, and it has to be done at the municipality of residence. Voters register only once – 
and then they remain registered for all upcoming elections, unless they decide to de-register. 
Because of the compulsory voting requirement, voters are compelled to vote once 
registered.36  The combination of voluntary (and complicated) registration, combined with the 
compulsion to vote thereafter, means that registration can be in practice be assumed to 
approximate to actual turnout. 

Second, Belgium collects the registration data by municipality and makes them publicly 
available. Thus, it is a privileged case study to understand patterns of EU citizen’s 
participation in municipal and European elections.  

In the analysis below, we will focus on the two most recent municipal elections, held 
respectively in 2012 and in 2018, and on the 2014 European election. In particular, given that 
Belgium is a federal country composed of three regions (characterized also by a language 
divide that further divides the country into linguistic communities),37 we will pay special 
attention to regional differences in patterns of participation.  These regions – Brussels (dark 
blue), Flanders (grey-blue) and Wallonia (light blue) – are shown in figure 2, together with 
the internal provincial boundaries.  
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Figure 2: Regions in Belgium 

 
Map: Luana Russo 

 

5.1.1.1 Municipal elections 
Registration for non-Belgian citizens is voluntary in municipal elections, and EU citizens are 
in principle eligible for full electoral rights (both active and passive).  In overall terms, 
Brussels contains the largest group of EU mobile citizens (making up a third of the population 
in some municipalities such as Ixelles), though there are also large concentrations along the 
border regions in both Flanders and Wallonia.  Additionally, third-country citizens with more 
than five years of residence may register to vote – but unlike EU and Belgian citizens, they 
cannot stand as candidates. 

Belgium’s municipal elections take place every six years in the country’s 589 municipalities.  
The most recent elections were held on 14 October 2012 and 14 October 2018.  Unlike 
Belgian citizens (who are registered automatically from population registers), EU and third-
country national voters must register actively. The last date for registration amongst non-
Belgian citizens was 1 August of the respective years. This early date – before the election 
campaigns had begun in earnest – has been cited as one contributory factor to low registration 
rates in Belgium amongst mobile EU voters and other foreign citizens.  Others include lack of 
information; variable quality of local officials in charge of promoting electoral registration; 
fears by mobile EU voters about needing to commit to voting long in advance of polling day, 
because of compulsory voting; and the short-term nature of many EU citizens’ stays in 
Belgium.38 

Table 7 offers a detailed overview of the registration rate of EU citizens in the 2012 and 2018 
Belgian municipal elections. Fewer than one in five eligible EU citizens was actually 
registered to vote in 2012 and 2018.  Although the absolute number was slightly higher in 
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2018 than in in 2012, this actually represented a smaller proportion of the eligible mobile EU 
electorate. 

Table 7: Registration rates, EU citizens, municipal elections 2018, Belgium 

Variable Total 
2012 

Total 
2018 

Difference, 
2018-2012 

 % of 
eligible 

registered 
2012 

% of 
eligible 

registered 
2018 

Change in % 
registration 

rate 

All eligible 653,958 748,267 94,309     

All registered 120,826 130,559 9,733  18.5% 17.4% -1.0% 
        

of which:        
women eligible 319,077 365,160 46,083     
women registered 57,566 63,921 6,355  18.0% 17.5% -0.5% 
        
men eligible 334,881 383,107 48,226     
men registered 63,260 66,638 3,378  18.9% 17.4% -1.5% 

Source: Direction des Elections (2018)39 

Across the country, the registration rate did not differ much between EU men and women on 
either occasion. The registration rate was slightly higher amongst men than women in 2012, 
but this gap vanished (and was very slightly reversed) in 2018.   

Table 8: Registration rates by region, municipal elections 2012 and 2018, Belgium 

 
EU 

registration 
rate 2012 

EU 
registration 

rate 2018 

Change 
2012-18 

 
Male EU 

registration 
rate 2018 

Female EU 
registration 

rate 2018 
Difference 

Flemish region 13.9% 11.7% -2.2%  11.7% 11.5% 0.2% 

Wallonia 
Region 27.2% 25.6% -1.6%  25.6% 25.1% 0.5% 

Brussels-Capital 
Region 13.6% 16.4% 2.8%  16.4% 17.1% -0.8% 

Belgium (total) 18.5% 17.4% -1.1%  17.5% 17.4% -0.1% 
Source: Direction des Elections (2018); FAIREU Country Report (2018)40 

A more nuanced picture is obtained when looking at the three regions separately, as shown in 
table 8. There was a slight geographical difference in registration rates by gender in 
Belgium’s three regions, which cancelled themselves out across the country overall.  
However, seen in the overall context that more than four out of five eligible electors were not 
registered at all, these differences of less than 1 per cent were very slight. 

There was considerably geographical variation in the proportion of EU voters who registered 
overall, however. In both elections, the registration rate in Wallonia was much higher than in 
the rest of the country, double the rate of Flanders.  Notwithstanding this, in 2018 the 
registration rate actually fell in Wallonia and Flanders compared with 2012 – suggesting that 
voter knowledge of how to access their vote is not increasing over time.  By contrast with the 
rest of the country, registration increased by nearly 3 percentage points in Brussels, where it 
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had previously been lowest.  It is worth noting that there was a concerted EU voter 
mobilization project in central Brussels (the VoteBrussels campaign, part of the FAIREU 
project), which may have contributed to this - though it cannot be known to exactly what 
extent. 

Figure 3: Registration rates (% of eligible EU citizens registered) by municipality, 2012, 
Belgium 

 

 

Map: Luana Russo. Source: as table 7.   

 

This geographical pattern of the difference between Wallonia in the south and Flanders in the 
north is particularly evident from figure 3, which maps registration rates amongst EU citizens 
in 2012.  Registration was generally higher in Wallonia than in Flanders, as the darker 
municipalities in the south of Belgium clearly show. All 114 out of the 589 municipalities 
where registration rates were below 10 per cent in 2012 were located in Flanders, while all 56 
municipalities where it was highest (over 40 per cent) were in Wallonia. All but one of the 
Brussels municipalities had a registration rate amongst EU voters of between 10 and 25 per 
cent. 

  Generally it was highest near the French border, but there was not otherwise a clear ‘border 
effect’ in Flanders, or near the other borders, except in the five municipalities that border 
Maastricht on the Flemish side.   
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Figure 4: Registration rates (% of eligible EU citizens registered) by municipality, 2018, 
Belgium 

 

 
Map: Luana Russo. Source: as table 7 

As figure 4 shows, the overall pattern was remarkably similar in 2018.  The slightly lower 
registration rate can be seen in the overall lightening of the map; there were more regions in 
which registration was less than 10% in 2018, particularly in Flanders and the south-east of 
Wallonia. In fact, when mapping the difference in 2012 and 2018 registration rates, as in 
figure 5, the decrease in registration does not seem to follow a particular geographical pattern 
in Flanders and Wallonia; it went up in some, and down in others. Brussels (which is 
highlighted in the side box) followed the opposite trend, with an increase in registration rates 
in nearly all municipalities.  
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Figure 5: Difference in 2012 and 2018 registration rates (relative to 2012), mobile EU 
citizens, by municipality, Belgium 

 
Map: Luana Russo. Sources as table 7 

 

5.1.1.2 European Parliament elections 
For the nationalities that have the option as external citizens, EU citizens living in Belgian can 
choose to vote in Belgium or in their countries of citizenship.  By contrast with municipal 
elections, in which registration rates give an approximation of turnout due to compulsory 
voting, for European Parliament elections the registration rate in Belgium only gives half the 
picture.  Failure to register in Belgium for European Parliament elections does not necessarily 
mean that a mobile EU citizen did not vote in the election, as they may instead have cast a 
ballot in their own countries – though as noted above, the data on external voting is very 
fragmentary across the EU.  

With this caveat in mind, however, it is still worth examining the patterns of electoral 
participation in European Parliament elections amongst those EU citizens who have chosen to 
vote in Belgium. Of the 684,306 eligible EU citizens in Belgium in 2014, some 66,125 
registered to vote in the European Parliament election there.  This registration rate (9.7%) was 
even lower that in the municipal elections of 2012 and 2018 – but for the reasons outlined 
above, it may not represent the full picture of political participation amongst mobile EU 
voters in Belgium.41  It does, however, give a proxy for the extent to which EU citizens 
desiring to vote wished to be represented through Belgian MEPs rather than those from their 
country of origin. 

When looking at the at the registration rate by region, several interesting aspects emerge. As 
in municipal elections, Wallonia had the highest registration rates (a mean of 16.8 per cent 
across its 262 municipal districts), but it was Brussels (with a mean registration rate across its 
19 communes of only 7.9 per cent), not Flanders (9.2 per cent), that had the lowest 
registration rate.42 This might be a consequence of the presence of the embassies in Brussels. 
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As many EU countries offer the possibility of casting an external ballot at embassies, this 
could be considered a practical alternative to voting within the Belgian system without having 
to travel extensively 

Figure 6 illustrates the registration rate per municipality. Although the geographical pattern of 
registration looks similar to that of the municipal elections – with higher participation in 
Wallonia – there are far fewer districts where registration rates were over 25%; only 21 
municipal districts of out 589 crossed this threshold. 

Figure 6: Mobile EU registration rates by municipality, European Parliament election 
2014, Belgium 

 
Map: Luana Russo. Source: as footnote 42 

 

5.1.2 Luxembourg  
As the country in the EU with by far the highest proportion of non-citizen residents – as well 
as the country from which the European Commission president from 2014-19 came – the 
electoral participation of Luxembourg’s foreign population is of particular interest.   

As of 1 January 2019, there were people of 171 nationalities living in Luxembourg.  Across 
the country, 244,400 people (40.6% of the country’s population) were from other EU 
countries, mainly Portugal, France, Italy, Belgium and Germany.43  
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Given its high foreign population, electoral rights are only granted to non-citizens who fulfil 
minimum residence requirements which do not apply to resident citizens. In respect of EU 
citizens, this was permitted under the derogations contained in Art. 14 of Directive 93/108/EC 
and Art. 12.1 of Directive 94/80/EC.44  From 1995, these initially these restricted mobile EU 
voting rights in local elections to those with six years of residency, and five in European 
Parliament elections (double these periods for candidacy rights).45 With successive reforms 
from 2003 to 2013, the restrictions were loosened slightly.  There is now no minimum 
residence requirement for voting in European Parliament elections (as long as the voter is 
registered 87 days before the election), and but still a requirement for at least 5 years of 
residence (the last year uninterrupted) to vote in local elections.46  

Due to this long period of minimum residence, the pool of potential voters is smaller than the 
number of voting-age EU citizens in the country.  In the 2017 municipal elections, one third 
of the foreign citizens of voting age were ineligible to vote due to insufficient prior residence, 
including the majority of Romanians, Hungarians, Greeks and Bulgarians.47   

Electoral registration is not compulsory for non-Luxembourg citizens, but once registered, 
voting is. Like Belgium, therefore, registration rates among mobile EU voters give an 
approximation as to electoral participation levels. 

5.1.2.1 Municipal Elections 
Communal councils are elected for six-year periods in Luxembourg. The most recent election 
was on 8 October 2017. As noted above, EU citizens (and third-country nationals) over the 
age of 18 are eligible to vote on condition of having been resident in Luxembourg for five 
years.  In 2017, 151,938 of the country’s 227,164 resident non-citizens met this criterion, 
most of them from other EU countries.   

Whereas Luxembourgish citizens are registered automatically to vote, non-citizens must 
register actively by the 87th day before the election, and are compelled to vote once registered.  
This can be done electronically and requires the voter to supply supporting identification 
documents and sign a declaration.  Once registered, a voter remains on the electoral register 
for municipal elections thereafter (but the roll for European Parliament elections requires 
separate registration).48  As table 9 shows, in 2017 only 34,638 foreigners were registered to 
vote in municipal elections.  In itself, this was an increase on the registration rates in 2011 and 
2005, but still meant that fewer than one out of four eligible non-Luxembourgish electors was 
actually in a position to vote. The registration rate was marginally higher amongst eligible EU 
electors than non-EU residents (though the latter constituted only a small proportion of the 
non-citizen electorate).   

Table 9: Registration rates, EU and non-EU citizens (amongst those eligible), municipal 
election 2017, Luxembourg 

Non-Luxembourg 
citizenship category 

 Eligible 
population  Registered  Non-registered  % of eligible 

registered 
EU 135,154 31,288 103,866 23.1% 
Non-EU 16,784 3,350 13,434 20.0% 
Overall total 151,938 34,638 117,300 22.8% 

Source: calculations based on CEFIS (2018)49 
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A number of observations can be made about the characteristics of voter registration amongst 
non-citizens: 

• It was lowest amongst young voters (less than 10% among voters under 30) and 
highest amongst people aged 45-75 (28 to 34 per cent).   

• It was marginally higher among women than men, though the difference was not large 
(24 per cent compared with 22 per cent).   

• The longer a foreign citizen had been living in Luxembourg, the more likely he or she 
was to vote – but even after 30 or more years, two-thirds of non-citizens still did not 
register to vote in local elections (see figure 7). 

Figure 7: Registration rates of foreign citizens, by length of time resident in Luxembourg 
(2017, % of eligible) 

 

Source: CEFIS (2018)50 

Within these totals, there was a wide disparity of registration rates amongst different 
nationalities.  Table 10 shows the evolution in the number of registered voters from each EU 
country since 1999, and the relative registration rates amongst potentially eligible electors 
(those who were over 18 years of age and had lived in Luxembourg for five years) in the 2017 
election. 
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Table 10: Mobile EU citizen registration rates (number and % of eligible), municipal 
election 2017, Luxembourg 

Code Country of 
citizenship 1999 2005 2011 2017 % registration 

2017 
AT Austria 45 73 144 172 32% 
BE Belgium 1,510 2,205 2,960 3,186 28% 
BG Bulgaria - - 19 70 13% 
CY Cyprus - 1 2 7 13% 
CZ Czech Republic - 10 38 96 20% 
DE Germany 1,197 1,665 2,166 2,215 28% 
DK Denmark 142 183 271 305 25% 
EE Estonia - 1 7 36 11% 
EL Greece 94 128 223 308 26% 
ES Spain 260 333 425 493 18% 
FI Finland 4 34 75 103 16% 
FR France 1,631 2,471 3,916 5,120 24% 
HR Croatia* - (15) (20) 37 13% 
HU Hungary - 6 38 74 12% 
IE Ireland 51 93 158 200 22% 
IT Italy 3,131 3,579 3,822 3,378 27% 
LT Lithuania - - 9 40 11% 
LV Latvia - 1 9 25 8% 
MT Malta - 1 5 21 15% 
NL Netherlands 534 676 884 861 32% 
PL Poland  39 111 260 13% 
PT Portugal 4,896 10,622 12,211 13,093 22% 
RO Romania - - 56 173 13% 
SE Sweden 29 78 116 200 20% 
SI Slovenia - 8 13 34 12% 
SK Slovakia - 1 17 53 14% 
UK United Kingdom 311 498 647 728 22% 

       
 Total EU 13,835 22,706 28,342 31,288 23% 
 Total non-EU - 1,251 2,595 3,350 20% 
 Overall total 13,835 23,957 30,937 34,638 23% 

Source: combined calculations based on CEFIS (2011) and CEFIS (2018)51 

*Croatia joined the EU in 2013 and its voters are included in the ‘non-EU’ total prior to the 2017 election. 

Bearing in mind that the stock of non-citizens is not constant – with some naturalising each 
year, some leaving, and some arriving – and that some groups are much larger than others, 
three factors are particularly noticeable from table 10: 

• The number of EU citizens registered to vote in Luxembourg local elections has 
increased for all nationalities in each successive election since 1999 (the only 
exceptions being a very slight fall in the absolute number of Italians and Dutch voters 
in 2017).   
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• The majority of EU voters in Luxembourg come from a narrow group of states.  
Reflecting the demographics of the country, the largest groups of voters are from 
Portugal, France, Belgium, Italy and Germany, who together accounted in 2017 for 
just under 27,000 of the 31,000 or so EU voters.  At the other end of the spectrum, 
eleven EU nationalities (mainly new Member States) had fewer than 100 voters 
registered across the country.  This is of relevance when assessing the languages that 
possible electoral outreach materials should focus on. 

• Notwithstanding the different sizes of diaspora groups, relative registration rates 
amongst each nationality are considerably higher among citizens of the old Member 
States than the new ones. To put it another way: if every eligible EU citizen had 
registered to vote in 2017, there would have been 7,272 voters from new Member 
States and 127,882 from the old ones.  In reality, only 926 voters across Luxembourg 
came from new Member States (compared with 30,362 from old ones). 

Shifting the focus from eligible electors to the entire voting-age mobile EU population in 
Luxembourg, the 5-year residence restriction disenfranchises some nationalities more than 
others.  Figure 8 shows that several nationalities stand out in this regard, due to changing 
patterns of European mobility: the majority of Romanians, Hungarians, Greeks, and Spaniards 
in resident in Luxembourg are ineligible to vote in the first place.  By contrast, three-quarters 
of Portuguese and Danes, and about two-thirds of Dutch, Swedes, Finns, Brits and Germans, 
would in principle be eligible to vote.  In these cases, the main reason that many of them do 
not is down to non-registration rather than disqualification.  

Figure 8: Proportions of voting-age population registered, non-registered and ineligible, by 
nationality, municipal election 2017, Luxembourg (% of total) 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from CEFIS (2018)52 



34 
 
 

5.1.2.2 European Parliament elections 
As table 11 shows, the number of mobile EU citizens registered to vote increased steadily in 
every European Parliament election from 1994 onwards, from just 6,907 in 1994 to 21,650 by 
2014.53  The preliminary figure for 2019 indicates that the EU registration number plateaued 
at 22,575.  In the process, this increased their ‘electoral weight’ – the proportion of the 
electorate comprising mobile EU citizens resident in Luxembourg – from 3.1 per cent to 8.2 
per cent by 2014, with a slight drop to 7.9 per cent in 2019.  Even accounting for the 5-year 
residence requirement that existed before the 2014 election, this is still well short of the 
proportion of the population that EU citizens constitute, meaning that they are significantly 
under-represented in choosing Luxembourg’s members of the European Parliament. 

It is worth remembering again that the number of EU citizens who register to vote in 
Luxembourg does not give a complete picture of participation in European Parliament 
elections amongst the mobile EU citizens who live there; as noted above, it is also possible 
that many of them will choose to vote in their countries of citizenship, if able to do so.   This 
is particularly the case for the city of Luxembourg itself, where the largest group of foreign 
citizens lives, and which has many embassies.  It was estimated, for example, that in 2004 
around half the French and Italians living in Luxembourg chose to cast their ballot in their 
respective elections, rather than in Luxembourg.54 

The largest groups of registered voters once again come from Portugal, France, Italy, Belgium 
and Germany, with some of the new Member States only accounting for a handful of 
registered voters (in 2014 there were only two Cypriots in the whole of Luxembourg on the 
electoral register, for example).   

Aside from the absolute numbers, another way of measuring the participation of EU citizens 
in the election is to look at their relative registration rate – i.e., what proportion of those 
eligible to register actually do?  Two patterns are clear: the registration rates are even lower 
than in municipal elections (which is to be expected, given the fact that many people can vote 
in other countries instead) and the pattern by nationality is fairly similar: the ‘old’ Member 
States generally have higher registration rates than the new members states.  There are also 
some nationalities from the old Member States with very low registration rates – most notably 
Swedes, Greeks and Finns.  Overall, the rate of 12.9 per cent means that almost nine out of 
ten non-Luxembourgish EU residents do not vote for Luxembourg’s MEPs. 
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Table 11: Registered EU voters, European Parliament elections, Luxembourg, 1994-2014 

 

Country of citizenship 1999 2004 2009 2014 

Relative registration 
rate, 2014 (as % of 

eligible, by 
nationality) 

PT Portugal 2,699 3,646 6,546 7,812 10.9% 
FR France 1,066 1,266 2,266 3,565 11.6% 
IT Italy 3,095 3,048 3,375 3,124 18.4% 
BE Belgium 1,150 1,413 1,930 2,309 14.7% 
DE Germany 879 1,127 1,633 2,048 18.3% 
UK United Kingdom 248 336 467 595 12.3% 
NL Netherlands 299 403 549 594 17.0% 
ES Spain 180 190 228 380 9.8% 
DK Denmark 56 83 141 224 13.9% 
IE Ireland 77 89 112 165 13.5% 
PL Poland - 16 63 136 4.7% 
EL Greece 26 35 61 122 6.8% 
RO Romania - - 22 103 4.7% 
AT Austria 19 47 58 97 13.7% 
SE Sweden 16 25 40 75 5.7% 
CZ Czech Republic - 3 17 59 9.1% 
BG Bulgaria - - 8 58 6.9% 
HU Hungary - 2 10 44 4.0% 
FI Finland 1 7 22 37 4.4% 
SK Slovakia - - 6 29 5.2% 
LV Latvia - - 5 18 4.0% 
EE Estonia - - 5 16 3.6% 
SI Slovakia - 3 8 16 3.9% 
MT Malta - - 4 8 4.0% 
HR Croatia - - - 7 1.5% 
LT Lithuania - - 2 7 1.3% 
CY Cyprus - - 1 2 3.1% 
       
 Total 9,811 11,739 17,579 21,650 12.2% 

 

 

5.1.3 Spain 
Spain is one of the countries that offers the most detailed free available data on the 
composition of its electorate. including non-Spanish citizens residing in Spain, via the 
Spanish Statistical Office (INE – Instituto Nacional de Estadística).55  Amongst the 
breakdowns available are: 

• the proportion of non-Spanish residents that registered to vote (at municipal 
level); 

• their nationalities (at provincial level); 
• gender and age (at national level). 
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In this section of the report we provide an overview of selected information by focusing on 
the registered non-Spanish electorate in municipal and European Parliament elections over the 
last 15 years. We also offer a geographical and demographic analysis of the registration 
patterns for the 22 May 2011 and 24 May 2015 municipal elections.  

In Spain, registration for non-citizens is voluntary and, for the municipal election, it is 
necessary to register only once. Registering does not imply any obligation to vote, and whilst 
there is detailed information on registration patterns, it is not known exactly how many of the 
registered voters go on to cast a ballot. Nonetheless, since those who are not registered cannot 
vote, the proportion of resident foreigners who actually participate in Spanish elections cannot 
be any higher than the registration rate, and is likely to be lower. (People’s registration is 
retained from election to election, so even if they vote the first time if they have gone to the 
trouble of registering, they may not continue to participate thereafter.)56  

From the available statistics, we can still discern two important pieces of information about 
the involvement of non-citizen residents in Spanish local and European elections.  First, it is 
possible to analyse how much ‘electoral weight’ the proportion of registered non-Spanish 
electorate adds, compared with the national citizens, which gives us an understanding of the 
impact these voters could potentially have on election results.  Second, through comparison 
with census results it is possible to estimate approximately what proportion of the eligible 
resident non-citizens actually register to vote, and hence to obtain a picture of which 
demographic groups are most under-represented in the political system. 

5.1.3.1 Overview of the number of registered voters 
Spain publishes the number of people on the electoral register in three categories – Spanish 
citizens resident in Spain (referred to by their Spanish abbreviation, CER); Spanish citizens 
abroad (CERA); and non-Spanish citizens resident in Spain (CERE).  In European Parliament 
elections, Spaniards abroad have the right to vote, as well as EU residents in Spain who are 
not voting in their own country. To vote in municipal elections, it is necessary to be resident 
in the country (non-residents have been excluded since the 2011 local election), as well as to 
hold Spanish or EU citizenship, or the nationality of one of 12 third countries with which 
Spain has bilateral treaties on electoral rights (but in the non-EU cases, only after a 5-year 
residence period).57 

When it comes to local elections, table 12 that shows the number of registered non-Spanish 
voters increased markedly between 2003 and 2011, and has remained fairly constant since 
then.  The ‘foreign citizens able to vote’ category includes not only EU citizens but also the 
limited group of third country nationals with voting rights, but mobile EU citizens constitute 
over 95% of the foreign voters (442,127 in 2015, and 449,680 in 2019).  In recent elections, 
Romanians and British citizens constituted the largest single groups by nationality. 

These figures represent around a quarter of the 1.7 million or so EU citizens of voting age 
living in Spain in 2019, suggesting that there is only limited interest among the non-national 
community in participating in local politics in Spain. 

  



37 
 
 

Table 12: Registered voters by category, municipal elections, 2003-2019, Spain 

Year  Resident Spanish 
Citizens  

 Spanish citizens 
abroad  

 Foreign citizens 
able to vote (incl. 

non-EU) 

Total registered 
electorate 

2003 33,343,811 1,063,874 153,516 34,561,201 
2007 33,761,950 1,168,639 334,738 35,265,327 
2011 34,204,677 (705,774)* 479,933   34,684,610*  
2015 34,634,718 (919,099)* 464,119   35,098,837*  
2019 34,804,358 (2,103,951)* 466,774   35,271,132*  

Source: National Statistical Institute and Ministry of the Interior58 

*= Non-resident citizens excluded from eligibility to vote from 2011 onwards, but still listed on electoral census. 

When it comes to European Parliament elections, it is notable that both the number of Spanish 
voters abroad, and also the number of EU citizens registered to vote in EP elections, has 
increased at each of the last three elections (see table 13).  

The number of registered Spanish voters abroad for European Parliament elections almost 
exactly equals the figures for the number of Spanish citizens over the age of 18 living outside 
Spain, as given in the Register of Spaniards Living Abroad (Padrón de españoles residentes en 
el extranjero (PERE)) In 2019, just under 600,000 of them lived in other EU countries.59  
Owing partly to the recession, the number of Spaniards abroad has increased markedly since 
2009, from around 1.2 million to 2.1 million. In the absence of turnout data, however, we 
cannot be sure if the increased number of electors on the roll means that more mobile EU 
voters have voted (either as Spanish residents, or Spanish expatriates). 

In 2019, for the first time in 20 years, the European Parliament and municipal elections were 
held on the same day, allowing a clear comparison of the registration of non-Spanish voters.  
Excluding the third-country nationals (who could not vote in the European Parliament 
elections), there was a difference of 84,370 in the number of EU citizens registered to vote in 
local elections and EP ones.  This could indicate that the individuals in questions had de-
registered to vote in their own countries, or could indicate confusion on the part of officials 
about the procedures surrounding the declaration that a voter will not vote in more than one 
country.60  In absolute terms, the largest differences were among Romanians (-27,738), 
British (-17,511) and Germans (-8,110), though taking account of the number of people from 
each country, Bulgarians and Finns had the largest proportional differences (a 30 per cent 
difference in the numbers registered to vote in the two elections on the same day).  

Table 13: Registered voters by category, European Parliament elections, 2009-2019, Spain 

Year Resident Spanish 
Citizens 

Spanish citizens 
abroad 

Foreign citizens 
able to vote (incl. 

non-EU) 

Total registered 
electorate 

2009           33,973,810          1,234,314          284,443           35,492,567  
2014           34,484,969          1,691,367          337,748           36,514,084  
2019           34,804,358          2,103,951          365,668           37,273,977  

Source: National Statistical Institute and Ministry of the Interior61 
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5.1.3.2 Geographical patterns to foreign voter registration in Spain 
Across Spain, foreign voters constituted 1.3 per cent of the electorate in the 2015 municipal 
elections.  Behind this aggregate figure, however, lies much variation in the proportion of 
registered non-national voters across different areas. 

Out of the 8,122 municipalities: 

• In 2,201 there was not a single non-national voter.   
• A further 1,726 had an electorate comprising less than 0.5 per cent foreign voters. 
• In 3,651 cases, foreigners constituted between 0.5 and 5 per cent of the electorate. 

In fewer than one in ten municipalities did the proportion of foreign voters exceed 5 per cent.  
In general, as figure 9 shows, the islands, the south coast (especially around Valencia) and the 
French border had overall a higher proposition of registered foreign voters. Also, the area 
around greater Madrid (the center of Spain) and Zaragoza (towards North-East) showed a 
higher proportion of registered foreign voters, though by the standards of many major cities in 
Europe, the proportion overall was relatively small. Several other municipalities on the south 
coast – partly those places to which British expatriates have retired – had electorates that 
exceeded one-third foreign citizens, but only in four municipalities in the whole of Spain – 
Benitachell, Arboleas, San Fulgencio and Llíber – was there a majority of non-Spanish voters. 

Figure 9: Registered non-Spanish voters, by municipality, 2015, Spain (% of total 
electorate)62 

Map: Luana Russo 
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Finally, figure 10 shows the distribution of registered foreign voters by age in 2015. The 
largest groups of non-Spanish voters comprised people of working age from about 30 to 55 
(half the registered foreign electorate), and another large group of retirees (a quarter of the 
non-Spanish electorate are aged over 65).  There were relatively few young voters, matching 
the generally lower inclination of younger people to vote in general.  Thus the largest 
registered foreign electorates of Spain comprised people of middle working ages, and a 
second cohort of retirees (both of which had a slight surplus of males); and two smaller 
groups of younger voters, and people of late working age (with slightly more females in these 
groups). Balanced across the whole age range, the number of male and female registered 
voters of non-Spanish citizenship was almost exactly equal. 

Figure 10: Number of registered non-Spanish voters, municipal elections, Spain, 2015 
(total number of electors, by age group) 

 
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística (2015)63 

Knowing the number of registered voters tells us a certain amount about their potential impact 
on the electoral process, but we cannot tell from figure 10 how representative the registered 
electorate of non-citizens is of the wide cohort of non-citizen residents in Spain.  For that, we 
turn to the previous election in 2011, which came shortly before a national census. By 
comparing data on the foreign population (for countries whose citizens had voting rights) with 
the registered foreign electorate, it is possible to establish the registration rates by age group 
and nationality.  One caveat to this is that the data do not record the number of people from 
the eligible third countries that did not meet the 5-year residence requirement, so not all 
voting-age people from these countries were necessarily able to register in the first place. 



40 
 
 

Figure 11: Registration rates by age cohort, foreign citizens, municipal elections, 2011, 
Spain (% of eligible electorate) 

 

 
Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística (2015)64 

A quarter of the eligible non-citizen population was under the age of 30 (c.660,000 out of 2.6 
million), but they accounted for only one in eight registered voters.  Over-65s, by contrast, 
accounted for only a tenth of the foreigners in Spain in 2011, but a quarter of the registered 
foreign electorate. Figure 11 shows the reason why: differential registration rates by age.65  
As in Luxembourg, there was also differential registration by nationality (shown in table 14). 
Citizens of the old Member States had registration rates between 20 per cent (Portugal) and 37 
per cent (France) of the eligible voting-age citizens from these countries.  By contrast, no new 
EU Member State’s cohort had a registration rate above 18 per cent.  Even the new Member 
States’ citizens, however, were more likely to be registered than the citizens of any of the 
eligible third countries, for whom registration rates were between 1 per cent and 10 per cent 
of the voting-age population – though in this case, of course, we should take account of the 
fact that some may have been ineligible to register due to insufficient residence in Spain. 
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Table 14: Registration rates by nationality, municipal elections, 2011, Spain (% of voting-
age population by nationality) 

   Registered voters (N) 

Total 
population 

(voting age) 
Registration 

rate 

 Total from eligible countries (EU26+10)  479,816 2,661,757  18% 
     
 EU nationalities       

AT Austria 2,209 8,617 26% 
BE Belgium 9,159 26,822 34% 
BG Bulgaria 19,437 126,801 15% 
CY Cyprus 23 182 13% 
CZ Czech Republic  971 7,696 13% 
DE Germany 47,483 141,824 33% 
DK Denmark 3,371 10,385 32% 
EE Estonia 145 1,274 11% 
EL Greece 831 3,654 23% 
FI Finland 2,758 9,914 28% 
FR France 33,203 90,535 37% 
HU Hungary 784 7,353 11% 
IE Ireland 4,169 12,790 33% 
IT Italy 40,663 156,474 26% 
LT Lithuania 1,731 16,792 10% 
LU Luxembourg 176 496 36% 
LV Latvia 374 3,149 12% 
MT Malta 36 205 18% 
NL Netherlands 14,790 41,675 35% 
PL Poland 7,823 64,384 12% 
PT Portugal 21,582 108,542 20% 
RO Romania 105,825 665,643 16% 
SE Sweden 5,438 17,978 30% 
SI Slovenia 142 1,087 13% 
SK Slovakia 851 7,054 12% 
UK United Kingdom 103,797 286,563 36% 
     
 Non-EU nationalities    
BO Bolivia 5,042 153,217 3% 
CL Chile 1,249 31,812 4% 
CO Colombia 12,632 211,254 6% 
CV Cape Verde 22 2,645 1% 
EC Ecuador 25,668 252,571 10% 
IS Iceland 28 823 3% 
NO Norway 829 14,527 6% 
NZ New Zealand 33 497 7% 
PE Peru 5,897 107,640 5% 
PY Paraguay 645 68,882 1% 

  Source: Author’s calculations, based on Instituto Nacional de Estadística (2011)66 
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5.2 Nordic States  
Within the EU, the Nordic area has the most systematically comprehensive data on electoral 
turnout of mobile EU voters – due to a combination of official detailed electoral authority 
data, academic studies and large-scale electoral surveys. In part, this high degree of detail is 
possible because of the centralised collection of personal information in Denmark, Sweden 
and Finland, which enables the connection of people’s citizenship and socio-demographic 
information in official records to their electoral turnout. 

5.2.1 Denmark 
Official Danish electoral statistics give turnout and participation levels only for the electorate 
as a whole (albeit split up to the level of individual polling districts), but there have been there 
have been register-based academic studies of electoral turnout since the early 2000s which 
have given a more comprehensive picture.67  A study is now conducted regularly for each 
major election by the Centre for Voting and Parties at Copenhagen University.  In previous 
years it was based on a sample of Danish municipalities. Since 2013 it has covered virtually 
the whole of Denmark, except for a few municipalities which did not have the technological 
resources to collect and compile the data in 2017. It connects (under conditions of strict 
confidentiality and anonymisation) the participation of each individual in Denmark to their 
socio-demographic characteristics and citizenship. As such, it is possible to obtain an 
extremely detailed picture of the characteristics of voters and non-voters, based on actual 
electoral register data, which guarantees a high degree of accuracy.68  

The publicly-available outputs of the data give detailed breakdowns of electoral turnout by 
age, gender, education level, income, occupation, immigration status, citizenship and 
birthplace, by municipality.  Unfortunately it is not possible to cross-reference all of these 
groups with each other without access to the individual-level data, but we can nonetheless 
discern a significant amount of information about the electoral behaviour of mobile EU 
citizens (and other foreign voters) in Danish elections. 

 

5.2.1.1 Municipal elections 
Under Directive 94/80/EC, EU citizens have the right to vote in Danish local elections.  
Denmark also grants electoral rights to other nationalities after three years of residence.  Once 
a person is registered in the Danish Central Personal Register (CPR), he or she is 
automatically sent a polling card if eligible to vote.  Thus Denmark is one of the countries 
which effectively has automatic registration for local elections for mobile EU citizens and 
other non-Danes.   

Comparing the turnout rates in the 2009, 2013 and 2017 municipal elections amongst people 
born outside Denmark (table 15), divided by region of origin, a number of things are 
immediately apparent. 
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Table 15: Turnout by place of birth and citizenship, municipal elections, 2009-17, Denmark 

Country of birth   2009   2013   2017 

  Citizen 
Non-

citizen  Citizen 
Non-

citizen  Citizen 
Non-

citizen 
Denmark  67.6 48.7  75.8 54.7  75.2 55.4 
Old EU MS  65.9 36.0  73.4 39.6  72.1 39.7 
New EU MS  47.1 13.6  57.5 14.7  57.5 13.5 
Other Nordic  62.9 37.3  70.8 42.8  70.8 43.4 
Other Western  65.0 35.5  67.8 43.5  67.2 40.9 
Other non-Western  40.6 32.0  47.5 37.4  47.7 35.9 
Total   66.6 31.6   74.8 34.0   74.0 32.1 

Source: Bhatti et al (2010, 2014); Hansen (2018)69  

First, there is a significant difference between participation rates of foreign-born voters who 
have naturalised, and those who have not.  Leaving aside variables that might interact with 
this – such as the length of time spent in the country or the additional benefits that might 
come from citizenship to some non-EU citizens compared with EU citizens – the turnout 
levels amongst foreign-born Danish citizens are without exception higher (on average, about 
double or more) than foreign-born non-Danish citizens from the same parts of the world.  The 
same effect, as we shall see below, can be observed in other countries. 

Second, amongst people who are now Danish citizens who were born abroad, turnout rates are 
slightly lower than amongst ‘native’ Danes amongst those born in old EU Member States, 
other Nordic States and Western non-EU states – but markedly lower amongst those born in 
the new EU Member States and in non-Western countries. 

This points to the fact that place of birth (and country of origin) appears to make a difference 
to a person’s likelihood of participating in the election, perhaps reflecting ingrained patterns 
of participation from a person’s socialisation.  The effect is even more pronounced amongst 
non-citizens.  In every election, Danish-born non-citizens (who are presumably mainly the 
children of immigrants, but likely to have grown up in Denmark) have had lower participation 
rates than Danish-born Danish citizens (by around 20 percentage points). But these people’s 
participation rates have been higher than any of the groups of foreign-born non-citizens.   

Of particular interest for this study are the participation patterns of mobile EU voters and 
voters from the Nordic countries.  In each of the last three elections, turnout rates amongst 
Norwegians and Icelanders have been slightly higher than amongst voters from pre-2004 EU 
countries.70  However, the most striking observation – consistent with the patterns seen in 
Luxembourg and Spain – is that the turnout rates for mobile EU citizens from the new 
Member States have been approximately three times lower than from the old ones.  At the 
same time, mobile EU citizens from the new Member States have grown as a proportion of all 
EU citizens in Denmark.  The interaction of these two factors brought overall turnout amongst 
EU citizens down between 2013 and 2017.71 

Broken down by country, amongst non-Danish EU citizens the turnout rates were highest 
amongst Swedish (51.3 per cent), Dutch (47.4 per cent) and Germans (45.8 per cent), while at 
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the other end of the spectrum, Bulgarians and Romanians had participation rates of a mere 
12.4 and 11.8 per cent respectively.72 

When it comes to other demographic factors, there are mixed findings.  In 2009, turnout was 
slightly higher amongst female non-citizen voters than male (32.9 per cent compared with 
29.5 per cent), and there was a sharp rise in participation rates over the first ten years that a 
person had lived in Denmark, levelling off somewhat thereafter.73  From the 2017 election 
figures, it is apparent that turnout rates were lower amongst immigrants than Danish-born 
citizens in all age groups, but that the gap was largest amongst younger voters and narrows 
somewhat amongst voters in late middle-age (between c.45 and 60 years old).  In part the 
explanation for this lies in the ethnic make-up of the age cohorts: the largest groups in this 
older group are Swedes, Germans and other Nordic citizens, whereas they younger cohorts are 
primarily of non-Western immigrants.  Thus the differential turnout rates by age and 
birthplace are interrelated.74 

5.2.1.2 European Parliament Elections 
Overall turnout in European Parliament elections is generally above the European average, 
and its record turnout of 66.1 per cent in 2019 was the fourth highest of any EU country (and 
two of the three countries with higher turnout – Belgium, Luxembourg and Malta – had 
compulsory voting). 

Whereas Danes abroad (with the exception of certain categories of people in state service) 
cannot generally vote in national Danish elections, an exception is made for European 
Parliament elections, but only for Danish citizens living in other EU countries.  As EU 
citizens in another EU state, these people can choose to vote in their country of residence, but 
if they choose to vote in Denmark, they need to register manually for each European 
Parliament election as an external voter.  Little is known about the turnout of these voters, as 
their registrations are assimilated into the electoral lists their former municipalities of 
residence.75 

Mobile EU citizens living in Denmark are also entitled to vote under Directive 93/109/EC, but 
need to register manually the first time they vote in European Parliament elections.  (The 
registration remains for future EP elections, however.) Given that they can also vote in their 
country of citizenship (if that country allows external voting), they can de-register up to 15 
days before the election to avoid double voting.   

Although there is detailed information on the turnout rates in the 2014 European Parliament 
election, the picture is not comparable with that for the municipal elections because of the 
differences in the registration requirements.  The best estimates available suggest that there 
were 16,744 and 15,940 EU citizens registered in the 2009 and 2014 elections, out of an 
eligible population of 97,919 and 130,631, respectively.  This implies that around 17 per cent 
of those EU citizens eligible in 2009, and a lower 12 per cent in 2014, were registered to vote 
in Denmark.76 The turnout was 62.8 per cent amongst registered voters from the old EU 
Member States and 45 per cent amongst those from the new Member States. But given the 
low registration rate, it is perhaps more useful to reference this to the number of eligible 
voters: by this measure, turnout represented only about 7.5 per cent of the total EU voting-age 
population in the country.77 
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5.2.2 Sweden 
Sweden has one of the highest proportion of people with foreign backgrounds in Europe.  In 
municipal and regional elections, electoral rights are afforded to EU citizens under Directive 
94/80/EC, and also to citizens of Iceland or Norway (without a waiting period) and other 
nationalities who have been resident for three consecutive years prior to the election. In 
European Parliament elections, Swedish citizens (both resident in Sweden and abroad) and EU 
citizens in Sweden are entitled to vote.  In all cases, the requirements for passive electoral rights 
(the right to candidacy) are broadly the same as for active electoral rights – meaning that those 
entitled to vote are entitled to stand for election.78 

5.2.2.1 Municipal and Regional Elections79 
Table 16 shows the registered electorate by region of citizenship in the municipal and regional 
elections of 2002 to 2014.80  Nearly one in four Swedish residents is classed as ‘foreign 
background’ (either themselves born outside Sweden, or with parents born outside Sweden), 
and in 2017, 18.5 per cent of Sweden’s population was foreign-born.  However, non-Swedish 
citizens accounted for only 5-7 per cent of the electorate from 2002 to 2018 (equating to 535,857 
individuals in 2018).81 The difference owes much to Sweden’s high naturalisation rate, which 
means that the ‘Sweden’ category also contains a sizeable number of foreign-born people who 
are now Swedish citizens – and also that the composition of the non-citizen group is not 
constant, with some people moving over to the Swedish citizen category and newly-arrived 
mobile citizens entering the electorate (after 3 years, in the case of non-EU/Nordic citizens).82  

Table 16: Electorate by citizenship, municipal and regional elections 2002-2014, Sweden 
(proportion of all voters) 

Citizenship 2002 2006 2010 2014 
Sweden 95.3% 95.3% 94.7% 94.0% 
The Nordic countries, excluding Sweden 1.9% 1.9% 1.8% 1.6% 
Europe, excluding the Nordic countries 1.5% 1.7% 2.0% 2.5% 
Africa 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.5% 
Asia 0.7% 0.6% 0.8% 1.0% 
North America/Oceania 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 
Other countries/not known 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 
South America 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 
Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: Statistics Sweden83 

 

Owing to the way people are classified in the official registration statistics, it is not possible to 
separate out the number of mobile EU citizens from the general number of non-Swedish citizens 
eligible to vote in each municipality.  Figure 12 maps the ‘electoral weight’ of non-citizens in 
the 2018 Swedish municipal elections (i.e., the proportion of the total registered electorate who 
were not Swedish citizens) 
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Figure 12: Electoral weight of non-Swedish citizens, by municipality (proportion of total 
electorate, %), 2018, Sweden 

Map: Luana Russo. Source: Statistics Sweden, as table 16. 

 

In just over two-fifths of municipalities (119 of 290), the non-Swedish electorate was lower 
than 5 per cent of eligible voters in 2018, and as low as 2.1 per cent in Piteå, in the north of 
Sweden.  At the other end of the scale, 20 localities had electorates where more than 10 per cent 
of voters were non-citizens of Sweden.  The highest proportions were in municipalities near the 
state borders – Haparanda near Finland (where 26.5 per cent of the electorate were non-
Swedish) and the municipalities of Eda (23.6 per cent), Strömstad (17.6 per cent) and Årjäng 
(16.6 per cent), on the Norwegian border.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, the largest groups of non-
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Swedish citizens among these electorates were nationals of the neighbouring states (Finland 
and Norway, respectively).  Södertälje near Stockholm – where a third of the foreign-born 
population is of EU or Nordic origin, and the largest single group from is from Iraq 84 – had the 
highest non-citizen electorate amongst inland municipalities, at 15.6 per cent. In absolute terms, 
Sweden’s three biggest cities (Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö) account for the largest 
numbers of non-citizen voters. 

In principle, the electoral eligibility for regional and municipal elections is the same, but the 
larger geographical size of the 21 counties means that there is less variance in the proportion of 
non-citizens from region to region.  In 2018, the lowest concentration was found in 
Västernorrlands län (4.1 per cent) on Sweden’s east coast, and the highest in Stockholms län 
(9.9 per cent).85 

The figures above are based on automatic registration, but it is of particular interest what 
proportion of those registered actually turn out to vote in local and regional elections. 
Participation rates have decreased substantially since first measured in 1976. Some 60 per cent 
of non-citizens exercised their franchise and voted in municipal and provincial elections in the 
1976 election, falling gradually until 1998 and then stabilising.86   

To obtain more detailed information on recent patterns of turnout in municipal elections 
amongst the non-citizen and foreign-born populations, use is made of a series of datasets 
produced by Statistics Sweden on electoral participation in the 2006, 2010 and 2014 municipal 
elections. These electoral surveys contain information about individual electoral participation, 
matched to the Labour Force Survey, personal characteristics from the personal registry of 
Sweden, and actual participation information provided by the provincial authorities in Sweden. 
Unlike the Danish data mentioned in section 4.2.1, these data do not cover the whole electorate, 
but since they are based on a large representative sample and matched to individual 
characteristics and actual voting behaviour, we can obtain a reasonably detailed picture of the 
characteristics of the voting and non-voting members of the electorate.87 

Table 17 shows turnout rates by region of birth among the non-Swedish-born electorates in 
municipal elections from 2006 to 2014.  (For comparison, turnout rates amongst Swedish-born 
Swedish citizens were consistently between 80 and 85 per cent in the same period.)  Not shown 
is the fact that turnout was higher among women than men in almost all groups.   

Table 17: Voting turnout (non-Swedish-born) by region of birth and Swedish citizenship 
status, municipal elections 2006-14, Sweden (% of registered in each group) 

 2006  2010  2014 

 Non-citizen Citizen  Non-citizen Citizen  Non-citizen Citizen 
Nordic 38.7% 74.5%  42.2% 79.4%  43.2% 80.1% 
EU 37.8% 68.5%  30.7% 71.2%  29.5% 72.3% 
Other Europe 30.3% 59.2%  28.8% 68.1%  24.9% 68.8% 
Africa 34.1% 58.3%  43.4% 69.5%  46.2% 70.0% 
Asia 31.8% 63.7%  34.3% 69.7%  29.2% 68.9% 
N. America/Oceania 40.9% 77.7%  42.5% 75.3%  40.0% 82.0% 
S. America 42.5% 73.9%  39.4% 78.1%  38.6% 82.4% 
Total 36.3% 66.2%  36.7% 71.6%  35.2% 72.0% 

Source: Statistics Sweden Election Participation Surveys 
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The data are not directly comparable with those for Denmark, as the regions of the world are 
classified slightly differently.  Two features stand out.  First, turnout amongst EU and Nordic-
born voters does not notably differ from that of non-Swedish citizens from elsewhere.88 Nordic 
voters from countries other than Sweden participate at a lower rate than Swedes, but their 
turnout rates are comparable with those of people from other parts of the world.  EU voters 
without Swedish citizenship – who would in any case have voting rights under Directive 
94/80/EC, independent of Sweden’s other provisions for non-citizen enfranchisement – have 
among the lowest levels of participation, falling from 37.8 per cent in 2006 to just 29.5 per cent 
in 2014. 

It is not possible from the available data to differentiate between the turnout rates of mobile EU 
voters from new and old Member States.  Given that there has been an increase in the proportion 
of the EU-born electorate from new Member States in that period, it may be that the falling 
turnout rate amongst EU mobile voters reflects the same pattern as in Denmark, Spain and 
Luxembourg: a lower participation rate amongst citizens of the new Member States.  Without 
a detailed breakdown of turnout by nationality, however, this must be speculative.  

Second, regardless of region of origin, there is a strong difference in participation rates between 
foreign-born voters who are Swedish citizens, and those who are not citizens.  On average, 
turnout rates amongst foreign-born Swedish citizens are roughly double those of non-citizens.  
This is consistent with similar findings from other countries.89  

It may also be a function of time: the longer a person lives in a new country, the more likely he 
or she is to understand its political process and have an interest in its functioning.  Figure 13 
shows turnout rates from 2006-2014 amongst foreign-born voters (citizens and non-citizens 
together) according to the length of time they had lived in Sweden.  In all three elections, there 
is a clear correlation: the longer a voter had been living in the country, the more likely he or she 
(especially she) was to vote. Amongst those who had arrived within the previous 5 years, only 
a third voted, rising to over three-fifths among the longest-dwelling immigrants. 

As discussed elsewhere,90 this broadly holds true for people from every world region, albeit 
with different magnitudes of effect. It is particularly notable that recently-arrived mobile EU 
citizens are the least likely of all the foreign-born voters to vote, despite being guaranteed 
electoral rights from the outset of their stay in Sweden (unlike the third country citizens, who 
can only vote after 3 years’ residence).  By contrast, the longest-dwelling EU citizens had a 
turnout level of over 72 per cent in 2014, one of the highest among the non-Swedish-born sub-
groups.  This would once again suggest that the nationality cohorts matter, with longer-settled 
EU citizens generally being from the old Member States, and more recent arrivals mainly from 
new ones.  It is also evident from the breakdown by citizenship, length of time in the country 
and gender that time in the country and citizenship acquisition are both important factors in 
increasing electoral turnout, with the importance of each for participation varying by 
nationality.91  Although the two are related (people are more likely to acquire citizenship over 
time) it should also be borne in mind socialisation is a long-term cumulative phenomenon, 
whereas citizenship acquisition is a one-time action. 
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Figure 13: Turnout rates in municipal elections 2006-14 among foreign-born voters, by 
length of time in country (years), Sweden 

 
Source: Statistics Sweden Election Participation Surveys 

 

5.2.2.2 European Parliament Elections 
The respective participation rates of Swedish citizens, mobile EU citizens, and Swedish voters 
abroad in the 2004 and 2009 European Parliament elections are shown in table 18. 

Swedish citizens in Sweden are, of course, the largest group amongst the electorate, 
accounting for 97% of those registered.  Their turnout rates are generally lightly above the 
European average.  At the other end of the spectrum, the participation rates of Swedes abroad 
are very low, with fewer than one in ten external citizens casting a ballot for a Swedish MEP 
in 2004 and 2009, and only 13% of those registered in 2014.92 

The high participation rates amongst mobile EU citizens look impressive, but a caveat is in 
order.  Only around a fifth of eligible EU citizens in Sweden are registered on the roll. The 
Swedish electoral authorities do attempt to stimulate interest in registration by sending an 
application form out automatically to all EU citizens registered as resident in Sweden who 
have not previously been on the electoral register.  Unlike some states, reregistration is not 
necessary for every election and is carried forward automatically – but as in Denmark, to 
enter the roll in the first place, the EU citizen is required to actively indicate an interest.93  
Thus it is not surprising that turnout rates appear to be relatively high.  When set against the 
benchmark of the estimated number of EU citizens registered compared with those eligible, 
the 2009 headline turnout rate of 56.7 per cent and the 2014 proportion of 61% amongst the 
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registered EU electorate,94  translates to about 12 per cent of the total number of voting age 
EU citizens in Sweden.  

There is no major difference in participation rates between men and women in European 
Parliament elections in Sweden. 

Table 18: Electoral Participation in European Parliament elections, 2004 and 2009 (% of 
registered electorate, by category), Sweden  

 2004  2009 
  Male Female Total  Male Female Total 
Swedish citizens – inland 37.7  38.8  38.2   46.2  46.1  46.2  
Swedish citizens – abroad 9.4  9.3  9.4   10.4  8.7  9.5  
EU (non-Swedish) citizens 49.3  50.4  49.9   56.6  56.9  56.7  
 
Total 

 
37.3  

  
38.4  

  
37.9  

   
45.6  

  
45.5  

  
45.5  

Source: Statistics Sweden95 
 

5.2.3 Finland 
As in the other Nordic states, Finland also publishes information about electoral turnout of 
non-Finnish citizens in local elections.  In principle, the rules on eligibility are fairly similar to 
those for other Nordic states: Nordic and EU citizens are granted voting (and candidacy) 
rights if they are resident in Finland 51 days before the election, while other nationalities have  
a 2 year and 51 day limit.96 In European Parliament elections, any EU citizen whose residence 
is in Finland 51 days before the election may choose to vote there – though somewhat 
paradoxically, he or she is required to register this fact 80 days before polling day.97  
Registration is automatic for municipal elections, but the voter must manually apply to 
register for European Parliament elections.  

5.2.3.1 Municipal elections 
EU citizens living in Finland are automatically registered on the electoral register for 
municipal elections.  We can therefore gauge how much electoral weight the non-Finnish 
electorate has when measured as a proportion of all potential electors in each region. 

In the April 2017 municipal election, foreigners accounted for 4.02 per cent of all people on 
the electoral roll.  These comprised 176,661 non-Finns, of whom just under half (81,051) 
were EU citizens (including Danes and Swedes) and a small number (841) from the other 
Nordic states of Norway and Iceland. When the 311 municipalities in Finland are aggregated 
into their larger electoral districts, the proportion of mobile EU electors ranged from 0.59 per 
cent of the electorate in Savo-Karelia (in the south-east of the country bordering Russia), to 
4.12 per cent in Helsinki. 

Since automatic registration effectively means that all eligible non-Finns are on the electoral 
register, we can better gauge the electoral activity of foreign voters through turnout figures.  
These are not published at the individual municipal level, but are available aggregated up to 
the electoral district level, as shown in table 19.  Turnout amongst the electorate as a whole in 
the municipal elections was 58.9 per cent, but among non-Finnish citizens it was much lower.   
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For EU citizens, the overall turnout was 17.6 per cent, but this headline rate hides some 
regional variation.  The vast majority of EU mobile citizens in Finland live in Helsinki and 
Uusimaa, where the relative turnout rate of mobile EU citizens was respectively 18.5 and 13.5 
per cent.  In Lapland, Savo-Karelia, Oulu, and Central Finland – the northern and less 
populated area of the country – one in four EU voters cast a ballot. Although this was a higher 
relative turnout, only 11,080 out of the 81,051 non-Finnish electors lived in these districts, so 
these overall represented fewer voters.   Amongst third-country nationals, turnout overall 
slightly higher than amongst EU citizens generally – but even in these cases only one in five 
people voted. The relative turnout rates of Nordic citizens were somewhat higher, but the 
rates for individual regions should not be overinterpreted, as the numbers are very small. 
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Table 19: Turnout rates municipal elections 2017, Finland (% of registered electorate in each category) 

      Electoral district 

  Registered 
electorate 

Turnout 
- Whole 
country 

Helsinki Uusimaa Varsinais-
Suomi Satakunta Häme Pirkanmaa 

South-
East 
Finland 

Savo-
Karelia Vaasa Central 

Finland Oulu Lapland 

Voters 
(total) 4,391,558 58.9% 61.8% 57.8% 60.1% 59.9% 57.9% 60.1% 56.4% 54.8% 63.8% 58.0% 56.9% 58.0% 

 
Of which               

Citizens of 
other EU 
MS 

81,051 17.6% 18.5% 13.5% 17.0% 19.6% 15.1% 22.4% 17.0% 25.2% 23.5% 25.2% 24.9% 26.0% 

Citizens of 
Iceland 
and 
Norway 

841 36.6% 32.3% 38.3% 32.2% 26.3% 14.3% 26.5% 41.7% 64.3% 58.3% 50.0% 34.3% 36.2% 

Other 
foreigners 94,769 20.0% 17.8% 19.3% 23.0% 25.7% 17.4% 22.7% 17.7% 22.1% 26.6% 22.2% 20.2% 22.9% 

 Source: compiled by authors from Finnish electoral data98 
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5.2.3.2 European Parliament Elections 
Finns abroad can vote if they are not voting in another EU country, and emigrants account for 
about 5 per cent of the Finnish electorate.  However, the extent to which these emigrants are 
represented by Finnish MEPs is very limited: the turnout rate in 2004, 2009 and 2014 was 
respectively 3.7 per cent, 3.9 per cent and 4.8 per cent (compared with an average of 40.8 per 
cent among the electorate as a whole).99  

The formal turnout rates amongst mobile EU citizens living in Finland are actually higher 
than amongst native citizens.  Historically, there is no clear pattern with regard to gender 
differences: turnout was slightly higher amongst EU women than men on three occasions 
between 1994 and 2014, and the reverse was true on the other two occasions. To this, 
however, should be added an enormous caveat: since registration is not automatic, only those 
citizens who are actually registered are counted as the denominator for the turnout figure.  In 
2014, for instance, the official turnout rate for EU citizens was 44.6 per cent (compared with 
39.1 per cent in general), but there were only 7,333 EU citizens registered to vote, out of an 
estimated 71,000 or so of voting age.100  Thus the registration rate was just over 10 per cent, 
and the proportion of those eligible – rather than those registered – meant an effective turnout 
of just 4.3 per cent. 

Overall, the main picture is of lack of engagement amongst mobile EU citizens and Finns 
abroad in the choice of Finnish representatives in Brussels. 

 

5.3 New Member States 
Of the 14.3 million or so mobile EU citizens living in other EU countries, only a small 
proportion live in the 13 states that have joined the EU since 1994.  Based on 2017 Eurostat 
estimates, around 600,000 people of voting age living in the new Member States are from 
other EU countries (of which the Czech Republic alone accounts for around a third).  In most 
new Member States, the domestic political impact of mobile EU citizens in t is fairly limited, 
on account of their lack of numbers relative to local populations.   

There is only limited data in the new Member States on mobile EU citizens’ electoral 
participation.  Not only are the absolute numbers of mobile EU citizens relative to the national 
populations generally smaller than in Western Europe, but very low registration rates in some 
countries further diminish their electoral significance.  A few countries do collect detailed 
information on registration and turnout of mobile EU citizens, but the small numbers involved 
make it difficult to draw any major conclusions from the available detail.  Such is the case in 
Poland, where EU voters are counted on a separate list in municipal elections, and results are 
available for individual polling stations.  From that it is possible to get a very detailed picture 
of the geographical spread of registered EU voters.  Only 15 polling stations in the entire 
country that had more than five mobile EU voters in the same location (and 95 per cent of 
polling stations had none).  Given that only 1,900 people were registered on the ‘B’ list 
(compared with 27,000 or so EU citizens of voting age) in 2018,101 their electoral significance 
in a country with 30 million voters was almost negligible.  Of the registered voters, around 
three-quarters actually voted – but they represented only around 5 per cent of those eligible, 
and 0.01 per cent of the whole electorate.   



54 
 
 

The picture is similar in Bulgaria (where there were only 414 mobile EU voters registered in 
the entire country for the 2015 municipal elections, and 55 in European Parliament elections 
in 2014) and there is a lack of data for several other new Member States on the registration 
and turnout of mobile EU citizens in municipal elections. 

One exception is Cyprus, which we discuss briefly in section 4.3.1. 

 

5.3.1 Cyprus 
Amongst the new Member States, Cyprus has a relatively large non-native population, with 
approximately a fifth of its population having been born abroad.  The largest groups of non-
Cypriots comprise sizeable communities of Greeks, British, Romanians and Bulgarians. In 
order to exercise electoral rights, EU citizens must have resided habitually in Cyprus (or, for 
EP elections, another EU Member State) for at least six months prior to the election. The 
immigration situation in Cyprus is somewhat different from other EU countries, given the 
country’s division and the fact that some of the EU residents were originally migrant 
labourers from what were at the time third countries. 102 

With these caveats in mind, it is worth noting that the potential electoral impact of mobile EU 
citizens is higher than in most EU Member States.  Of the 93,000 or so eligible EU citizens, 
around 16,740 registered to vote in the 2016 municipal elections, representing a registration 
rate of 18 per cent or so (a slight increase on the 2011 figure of 12,333).  Although this equals 
less than one in five of those eligible, it is in line with or slightly higher than some other 
countries with voluntary registration which have been examined above, and higher than most 
of the other new Member States for which data are available that do not have automatic 
registration.  This figure does not reflect an even spread of EU nationalities, however: as with 
the demographics of the foreign community, the vast majority consisted of Greek, British, 
Romanian or Bulgarian electors. The only other nationalities which had more than 100 
registered electors were Poles (174) and Germans (161).103  

Of the registered EU citizens, 10,442 voted, representing a turnout rate amongst those 
registered of 65.6 per cent, and around 12 per cent of those eligible. 

Overall, the mobile EU votes represented 3 per cent of the votes cast in the Republic of 
Cyprus (and 2.5 per cent once the votes of the occupied territories were included as well).  In 
particular municipalities, the electoral impact of the EU votes was higher. In particular, in 
several municipalities on the coast, the EU votes represented a sizeable proportion of the total 
votes cast: Paphos (16.1 per cent); Ayia Napa (18.5 per cent); Polis/Polis Chrysochous (25.9 
per cent) and Peyia (36.1 per cent).104 

For European Parliament elections, some information is available on the registration and 
turnout of EU citizens in the 2009 and 2014 EP elections.  There were 6,458 EU citizens 
registered in 2009 and 7,712 in 2014.  As in many other countries, this represented a low 
proportion of the eligible population of mobile EU citizens (around 6-8 per cent).  This 
represents a lower proportion than in municipal elections, once again with the qualification 
that some mobile EU citizens may have voted in their countries of citizenship. When broken 
down by nationality, once again it was the same four nationalities – Greek, British, Bulgarian 
and Romanian – who accounted for almost all these registrations.  No other nationality had 
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more than 115 registered voters in 2014.  On the basis that the small sample sizes for the other 
nationalities render any meaningful conclusions questionable, the comparative figures for 
these four nationalities are shown in table 20. Turnout rates were highest amongst Greek 
nationals – perhaps not surprising, given the linguistic similarities.  There was no universal 
picture when it came to gender: turnout was slightly higher among registered Greek men than 
women, but the opposite way round amongst Romanians and fairly similar between both 
sexes for British and Bulgarian voters.  

Table 20: Turnout in EP election 2014 among registered mobile EU voters (all nationalities 
with more than 1,000 registered voters), Cyprus 

 
    Turnout as % of registered 

 
Nationality Registered Voted  Male Female Total 

EL Greece 3,593 1,437  41.3% 38.0% 40.0% 
UK United Kingdom 1,498 500  33.8% 33.0% 33.4% 
BG Bulgaria 1,168 318  27.3% 27.6% 27.2% 
RO Romania 1,026 310  27.0% 35.5% 30.2% 

Source: Electoral Registrar’s office (2014)105  
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6 General Observations 
Through the cross-national overviews, and the more detailed picture from a handful of EU 
Member States, it is possible to draw some tentative conclusions about the electoral 
importance of EU mobile voters in the municipal and European Parliament election processes. 

First, there is considerable potential impact from mobile EU voters.  Together they represent 
14.3 million potential voters across the continent, a group that is larger than the populations of 
many Member States.  Moreover, their particular political interests are arguably different 
from those of the vast majority of voters in Europe.  These are the people who have taken 
advantage of their rights of freedom of movement as EU citizens, and it is important that they 
do not lose their democratic rights as a result. 

Two patterns have become apparent from the foregoing. As noted above, there is a significant 
problem in establishing participation rates amongst EU citizens in other EU countries’ 
elections; these data are not always recorded and rarely available easily.  Lack of awareness 
of mobile EU citizens’ electoral rights is compounded by lack of information about their 
uptake.  Where we have this information, the indications are that the participation of mobile 
EU citizens in local and European Parliament elections is at best a marginal issue in most 
countries. 

There may be several reasons for this.  As noted in the FAIREU report on obstacles to 
participation,106 bureaucratic hurdles may make it harder for mobile EU voters to participate 
in elections.  For example, the need to register separately, often with complicated procedures 
and extra steps; lack of understanding of the political system and language of the country; and 
lack of identification with political parties all act as disincentives to participation. In the case 
of candidacy – though that has not been the main focus of this report – the interaction between 
political party legislation and electoral laws in practice often makes it difficult (and in some 
countries, impossible) actually to stand for election, even if this right exists in principle. 

The figures presented in this report confirm that registration rates in countries where non-
citizen residents are not registered automatically are significantly lower than in 
countries where they are (though often the effort involved in registering in the first place 
means that registered voters often vote). At the same time, the key country analyses allowed 
us to go deeper in establishing the particular issues that affect turnout and participation.  To 
draw some of the observations from individual countries together, we can highlight a number 
of issues that were apparent in several cases:  

Nationality of origin. Where breakdown by nationality is possible, citizens from the new 
Member States generally seem less likely to register (and/or vote) than those from the older 
Member States.  This pattern is seen in Denmark, Spain and Luxembourg in particular.  (In 
Cyprus it is difficult to generalise from the available data, because of the small numbers of 
citizens registered from most countries.) There may be two reasons for this.  First, differential 
turnout rates amongst citizens of new and old Member States are consistent with the national-
level patterns inside these countries: turnout rates in all types of elections in the new Member 
States are (with a few exceptions) generally lower than in equivalent elections in Western 
Europe. It may simply be that citizens of these countries are also less likely than their West 
European counterparts to vote when they move to other states.  A second explanation may lie 
in the type of migration undertaken by different nationalities.  A large wave of intra-EU 
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mobility in recent years has been from the new Member States to the older ones to fill short-
term gaps in the labour market, as well as from older Member States most affected by the 
recession.  As such, it is likely that people are less likely to vote if they are transiently in the 
country or feel that it is unlikely they will stay long-term.   

Length of time in country.  Related to the above point, there are few countries for which the 
data on EU voters’ turnout is sufficiently detailed to be able to differentiate between cohorts 
and to know how long mobile EU voters have been in the country.  However, the data from 
Sweden and Luxembourg indicate that there is a strong connection between the length of time 
a mobile EU voter has lived in the country, and the likelihood that he or she will vote.  This is 
to some extent logical: as people settle in and gain a deeper understanding of their new 
country, they are arguably more likely to form an opinion on how their local area is governed, 
gain a greater understanding of its political system, and wish to influence it.  At the same 
time, it was seen in the Swedish case that length of time in the country is not independent of 
other factors: certain nationalities are more likely to have migrated recently and others a long 
time ago, depending on general migration patterns in different eras. 

Citizenship. Although the focus of this study has been on mobile EU citizens, whose 
electoral rights in another EU country derive from their EU citizenship, the data from Sweden 
and Denmark indicate that those who have acquired the citizenship of their country of 
residence are about twice as likely to vote as other mobile EU citizens.  To some extent this 
should be unsurprising; citizenship gives an immigrant a long-term stake in the country that a 
non-citizen does not necessarily have.107 The process of citizenship acquisition may also 
involve a degree of civic learning, further boosting affinity with the political system. 

Gender. Where breakdowns by gender are available, it is difficult to establish a clear pattern 
of its effect on electoral turnout of mobile EU citizens that is generalisable across the EU.  
Other factors (such as nationality, length in country and citizenship status) appear to make a 
much larger difference. Where gender differences are apparent in particular nationalities or 
age groups, they are often cancelled out across the mobile EU body as a whole, or vary from 
election to election in the same country. 

Concentration of mobile EU citizens. In certain regions, the potential electoral impact of 
mobile EU citizens on electoral outcomes is higher than in others.  Although the overall 
proportion of EU citizens among the electorate is generally fairly small (and exaggeratedly so 
due to low registration rates), certain geographical clusters of intra-EU migration can make 
mobile EU citizens electorally relevant in some areas.  The maps of Belgium and Sweden, for 
instance, showed that the number of EU citizens is generally higher in the border regions in 
these countries (generally nationals from the country on the other side of the border) while the 
potential impact of Greek citizens in Paphos in Cyprus, which had one of the highest 
proportions of mobile EU citizens in the country, was the subject of some local press 
discussion in 2016.108  Whilst this does not always translate into higher relative registration or 
turnout levels (as a proportion of all who could theoretically participate), such residential or 
nationality concentration means that their potential electoral impact is higher in such 
municipalities than in most places. 

Type of election. As noted in the introduction, the electoral rights afforded to mobile EU 
citizens through EU legislation only affect local and European Parliament elections in each 
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country.  The enfranchisement of non-national citizens in national-level elections, as well as 
external voting rights outside the country in national and European Parliament elections, is a 
matter for national governments. 

If mobile EU citizens are taken to include not only EU citizens in their country of residence, 
but also national citizens participating in their own countries European Parliament elections 
from abroad, it is difficult to compare overall participation rates in European Parliament with 
municipal elections amongst mobile EU voters. In the majority of the 28 states it is in 
principle possible for mobile EU citizens to vote either in their country of residence or of 
origin, subject to being able actually to cast a ballot in practice.  In the countries that have 
been examined, it is without exception the case that the registration and turnout rates amongst 
resident EU citizens in each country have been lower in European Parliament than in 
municipal elections.  However, without knowing how many other mobile EU citizens chose 
not to register in their country of residence but still cast a ballot in their home country’s EP 
election, it is impossible to know how many mobile EU citizens have participated in EP 
elections in total.  Unfortunately, such data are very dispersed and incomplete. 
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7 Policy Recommendations 
It is not the intention in this report to reproduce the existing FAIREU policy 
recommendations verbatim, as these can be read elsewhere. Based on the detailed 
investigation of turnout presented above, however, this study highlights areas in which there 
is currently a lack of participation in the political process amongst mobile EU voters that 
could be improved by policy changes.   

First, there are several inconsistencies that affect mobile EU voter participation in rules on 
eligibility: 

• Municipal elections: 
o The definition of local government units used in Directive 94/80/EC is 

interpreted differently in each EU country, which means that voting rights (and 
thus influence on local government policy agendas) are granted differentially 
depending on the country of residence. 

o Although this report has focused primarily on voting and on turnout levels in 
local legislative elections, the prohibition on standing for executive office in 
some countries creates a differential scope for the participation of mobile EU 
candidates in local public life as leaders. 

• European Parliament elections: 
o The fact that external voting rights are a matter for national governments 

means that some mobile EU citizens have a choice of which country to vote in, 
while others can only vote in their country of residence.  Similarly, some 
countries allow their mobile citizens abroad to vote only if they are resident in 
other EU countries, and others in principle allow their external citizens to vote 
from anywhere in the world. Thus the boundary of the demos – and the extent 
to which the EP is chosen on a residence- or citizenship-based franchise – is 
different for different EU citizens who live outside the EU, depending on their 
nationality. 

As we have seen, registration rates and participation rates in EP elections in countries of 
residence are generally very low.  Thus the main channel of participation for mobile EU 
citizens in EP elections appears to be as external voters in their own countries.   

Cognisant of the different powers and structures of local government in each country, and of 
the sovereignty of each state to determine its own relationship with its citizens, we 
nonetheless draw particular attention to some of the FAIREU policy recommendations that 
would positively impact these inconsistencies: 

• Allowing non-citizen residents to vote and stand as candidates in all types of 
municipalities; 

• Extending the right to vote for non-citizens also to the regional level, in those 
countries where non-citizen residents from the EU do not have this right but where 
important decisions are taken; 

• All Member States should introduce the franchise for non-resident citizens in 
European Parliament elections.109 
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Registration requirements vary from country to country and can act as a significant barrier 
to participation.  If a voter is not registered in the first place, he or she cannot participate in 
voting on election day.  As has been seen above, registration rates are lower where 
registration is not automatic.  Moreover, in many cases the registration deadline for mobile 
EU citizens (and other non-citizen residents or non-resident citizens) is long before the 
election campaign is even underway. 

Not every state in the EU has centralised personal registers, but where the process of civic 
registration and electoral registration are separate, we endorse the FAIREU policy 
recommendation that that there could be greater alignment of these two processes and that 
more use could be made of automated technology to connect civic registration and electoral 
registration. 

This report has not directly examined the effect of outreach campaigns, but some of the 
findings from the country studies reiterate the value of them.   First, it is clear that 
participation rates amongst EU citizens are not increasing over time.  Although there was 
generally a surge in participation in the first few years after the Directives were passed, this 
had levelled off by the mid-2000s and the data presented in sections 3 and 4 indicates that it 
now fluctuates from election to election, without a clear upward trajectory (and even falling, 
in some cases). This indicates the importance of voter awareness.  As noted in section 4.1.1, 
registration increased in Brussels in the 2018 Belgian municipal election and fell everywhere 
else in Belgium, which coincided with the VoteBrussels campaign in the Belgian capital (part 
of the FAIREU project).  Similarly, turnout rates in Cyprus among Greek citizens were higher 
than other nationalities’, as noted in section 4.3.1.  Therefore, it is recommended that a) 
information on registration processes for European Parliament and municipal elections is 
available readily; and (b) that it is available in other EU languages as well as the local 
language (particularly for European Parliament elections).  

Whilst there is an expense relating to the translation costs, this could be minimised by 
producing central standardised information that is then distributed to local government and 
electoral registration units. (Since different nationalities are more or less concentrated in 
different countries, if resources are scarce the focus could be on translating information into 
the main EU working languages that are spoken widely, plus the languages of the main 
nationality groups resident in the country.) 

There is a need for greater transparency, both in promoting EU voting rights and in 
tracking the participation of mobile EU citizens.  Not only is there low awareness of 
mobile EU voters’ rights amongst ordinary citizens, but obtaining information on their uptake 
is far from straightforward.  The Commission’s own report on participation was only able to 
obtain basic breakdowns of participation levels for ten countries’ municipal elections directly 
from the Member States’ electoral authorities.  This report – which has been based on 
extensive investigation over several months of publicly-available official sources of 
information in 28 countries in 23 languages – has provided more detail, but still cannot 
provide a complete picture as not all parts of the puzzle exist. Moreover, it should not be 
necessary to have to invest so comprehensively in order to track the uptake of a basic citizen 
right that is contained in the Treaties. 
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As already noted, record-keeping is more detailed in some countries than others.  In several 
countries, there appears to be no publicly available data on the participation of mobile EU 
citizens in the electoral process.  In some cases, the data may not even be compiled in the first 
place due to national restrictions or bureaucratic obstacles.  

We therefore recommend greater transparency on data collection across the Member States.  
A starting point would be a regular questionnaire to national electoral authorities after each 
round of municipal elections to collect basic indicators such as number of eligible EU 
citizens, numbers registered, and (if possible to discern) turnout levels.  For European 
Parliament elections, information on the registration and turnout levels of voters abroad 
should be compiled and cross-referenced with the national returns on mobile EU voters voting 
within each country.  Regular publication of such details could in turn lead to greater 
awareness and promotion of mobile EU voter participation. 

Finally, there is a need for more research, particularly of a qualitative nature, on why uptake 
of mobile EU voter rights is so low.  The data presented in this report indicate the problem – 
the phenomenon of generally low participation rates, and the correlates of turnout with 
nationality, gender, length or residence, etc.  But in order to improve democratic quality, we 
need to understand the reasons for lower or higher uptake of electoral rights within these 
different groups.  By presenting the data, this report lays a baseline for measurement of future 
electoral participation and allows us to identify particular groups whose input should be 
sought to better understand the processes that lead to it.  
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