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What is the story?

Turnout in the 2014 European Parliament election in Germany has increased to 48.1%

from 43.3% in 2009. Some political observers have offered as an explanation that the

4.9%-points increase in turnout is due to an unusually high number of local elections and

referendums conducted in parallel to the EP election on May 25th, 2014. In total, local

elections were held in 11 out of 16 German states – the capital and city state of Berlin

held a state wide referendum.  I put this idea to the test using official preliminary regional

election returns in conjunction with demographic and socioeconomic data on regions (

Wahlstrukturdaten).

I show that turnout has been higher in regions that conducted local elections in parallel to

the EP elections and that a substantial portion of that difference can confidently be

accorded to local elections. Secondly, I calculate counterfactual turnout, 46% at the

national level, that would have obtained if no local elections would have been held. Lastly,

I show that one cannot quickly dismiss the idea that local elections contributed to the

increase in turnout from 2009 to 2013.

Regions that held local election saw higher turnout in EP elections than regions 

that did not.

Turnout in the 2014 EP election in Germany varied greatly from state to state, and from

region to region (see Tab. and Fig. ). The five regions that saw the lowest turnout are all in

Bavaria, a state that just recently held local elections. The five regions exhibiting the

highest turnout rates are in Rhineland-Palatinate and Saarland, two states that held

regional elections. It is striking that nearly all states that saw local elections also saw

higher turnout in EP elections than other states. Note that Berlin, which has the highest

turnout of all states that did not hold local elections, held a statewide referendum on the

day of the EP elections. However, for the subsequent analysis Berlin will be coded as not
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having seen regional elections. The results presented hereafter therefore represent

conservative estimates of the effect of local elections on turnout in EP elections.

A simple comparison of turnout rates between states with and without local elections

reveals a statistically significant difference in turnout of 5.8%-points. Average turnout in

states where no local elections were held was 43.8% and 49.6% in states where local

elections where conducted. (For this comparison Lower Saxony was coded as not having

held regional elections because regional elections were limited to a subset of regions in

Lower Saxony) Turning to a comparison of regions I find an even more striking difference

of 8.9%-points, with local election regions seeing an average turnout of 50.9%, compared

to 41.9% for those regions that did not hold local elections.

I subsequently estimate random intercept models regressing turnout on a local elections

dummy, one-by-one adding macro-level determinants of turnout readily available from the

aforementioned Wahlstrukturdaten (population density, the proportion of people receiving

unemployment benefits, local business tax revenues as a proxy for wealth of a region and

the proportion of high school graduates in the region). The coefficient on local elections

remains relatively unaffected and significant at the five percent level by the inclusion of

covariates. The results suggest that, ceteris paribus, turnout in EP elections is about 3.3%-

points higher when local election are held in conjunction with the EP election.

In Lower Saxony only 17 of 46 regions held direct elections for mayor or head of the

district authority this provides an opportunity to corroborate the results obtained from the

national sample. I now estimate garden variety OLS regressions, again one-by-one

adding above mentioned covariates. The coefficient on local elections again remains

substantially unchanged indicating an effect of about 2.6%-points.

A counterfactual turnout rate

Having estimated the effect of local elections on regional turnout in EP elections it is now

straightforward to calculate counterfactual turnout rates that would have obtained if no

local election would have been held. To do so I subtract the average effect of 3.2%-points,

obtained from the prior analysis, from all regional turnout rates. Using these new turnout

rates I calculate the absolute number of voters that one would expect in the absence of

local elections. Aggregating absolute turnout numbers to the state and national level I am

able to obtain state and federal level counterfactual turnout rates (see Fig. ). Aggregating
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to the national level the counterfactual national turnout rate in the absence of local

elections is 46% – the actual turnout was 48.1%.

Did turnout increase because of local elections?

Still, knowing that local elections increased turnout in EP elections does not demonstrate

that local elections are a source of the increase in turnout in EP elections from 2009 to

2014.One should note that only three states, Brandenburg, Hamburg and North Rhine

Westphalia, that held local elections in 2014 did not hold elections on EP election day in

2009.

A proper test of the hypothesis that local elections increased turnout in 2014 vis-à-vis

2009 would require panel data, however one can still get a first sense of whether there

really is something to investigate more closely using turnout in the 2009 election. Turnout

in the last election is reported alongside turnout in 2014 in the official election returns.

Past turnout is a strong predictor of current turnout. Introducing past turnout into the

regression effectively focuses the other covariates on explaining the change from the last

to the current election.

Including past turnout (2009) in regressions on 2014 turnout decreases the coefficient on

local elections slightly but it remains statistically significant, and continues to be significant

and largely unchanged even when controlling for further determinants of turnout. The

results suggest that the additional holding of local elections in Brandenburg, North Rhine-

Westphalia and Hamburg could account for up to 3/5 of the increase in turnout from 2009

to 2013. The counterfactual turnout rate reported in section 3 suggests a more moderate

effect.

Concluding remarks
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A quick analysis of the preliminary regional election returns suggests that regions thatheld

local elections in parallel to the EP elections would have seen about 3%-points lessin

turnout had they not held local elections. The national turnout rate would have been2.1%-

points lower. Analysis of the data also shows that the popular hypothesis that local

increased turnout in 2014 vis-à-vis 2009 cannot be quickly dismissed. This is politically

significant as low turnout seems to indeed benefit fringe parties like the Eurosceptic

Alternative für Deutschland as Steffen Zittlau shows in an analysis on this blog.
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