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Objectives
1. To objectively observe the electoral process in The Netherlands.
2. To advise the local municipalities and national electoral bodies on the results of the
observation for the improvement of electoral practice within The Netherlands.
3. Support local municipalities and national election bodies with constructive feedback
on areas of concern so that they may consider remedial action.

Methodology
The mission deployed 4 observers in two teams of two. These were registered with The
Netherlands’s Ministry of The Interior and Kingdom Relations. These four observers were
accredited to observe across The Netherlands. They made 44 separate observations across the
several municipalities. They were:







Amsterdam
The Hague
Leiden
Delft
Zoetermeer
Rijswijk

17 Observations
13 Observations
6 Observations
4 Observations
2 Observations
2 Observations

Each observation was conducted in pairs to allow for objective observation and the observers
then agreed their opinions of the electoral process before submitting data.
The observations generally took between twenty and thirty minutes per polling station as the
observers were asked to ensure that they attempted to see the entire process, which included
staff greeting electors on arrival at the polling station. This happened on every occasion.
The organisation of polling stations was well run across the area of observation, voters could
clearly see how to access voting and staff were trained to manage the process.
Polls were open from 7.30am to 9pm and the teams were asked to observe an opening as well
as a closing of a polling station and tour polling stations throughout the day.
Counting began almost immediately, based in the polling stations before results were
transmitted to the central count for checking.
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Results of the Observation
The observers answered the following questions in order as they progressed with each
observation at each polling station:

Q1. Is the Polling Station clearly
signposted from the pavement?

Yes

No

QUESTION 1: In 98% of cases polling stations were properly signposted from the pavement.
Some had difficult access and were not easily found from available parking.

Q2. On entering the Polling Station is it
clear where the voter should report to?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 2: In all cases cases, observers did not identify problems with where voters should
report. Indeed, some polling stations generally had staff dedicated to welcoming voters and
indicating where they should report to.
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Q3. Was it clear how disabled voters
would access the Polling Station?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 3: 80% of observations indicated that access to the polling station was clear. 7%
said it was not clear. Another 13% suggested that although in the vast majority of cases access
the polling station was clear there was no ‘disabled’ booth provided with a lower ledge thus
making it potentially difficult for wheelchair users to access the polling booths.

Q4. Are there three staff on duty in the
polling station as you arrive?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 4: 100% of polling stations had three members of polling staff on duty when
observers arrived at the polling station. Indeed, most polling stations had numerous staff able
to help and guide voters through the process.
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Q5. Is the Ballot Box clearly sealed with
padlocks?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 5: An important aspect of the electoral process is that the ballot should be secret
and maintained as such allowing no one access to the ballot papers. The process for closing
and sealing a ballot box, from the opening of the polls at 7.30am and closing at 9pm. Two
ballot boxes were unsealed – one was ‘sealed’ with a key ring and another was unsealed as
staff were awating the padlock (observed at opening).

Q6. Is each polling booth equipped with
an explanatory poster and a red pencil?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 6: All but one of the polling stations were properly equipped with the requisite
pencil and poster. One polling booth had a poster missing in one polling station.
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Q7. Are there any political leaflets in
sight within the Polling Station?

Yes

No

Other

QUESTION 7: This question was asked primarily to elicit whether improper political activity
was taking place within the polling station.1 95% of polling stations did not have political
literature in the booth. 5% did have local newspapers in sight which had advertising for some
of the parties visible. (PLEASE ALSO SEE RECOMMENDATIONS).

Q8. Was there evidence of 'family
voting' in the polling station?

Yes

No

QUESTION 8: In 14% of polling stations our observer team identified so-called ‘family
voting’. OSCE/ODIHR, which monitors elections in Finland, describes ‘family voting’ as an
‘unacceptable practice’.2 It occurs where, generally, husband and wife vote together. It can be
normalised and women, especially, are unable to choose for themselves who they wish to cast
their votes for and/or this is actually done by another individual entirely. We identified this in
14% of polling stations (6 separate occasions). However, because of the relatively large turnout
this constituted just 0.9% of those voters observed.

1

This question did not just relate to literature specific to this election but observers were also asked to identify if
other literature, such as MP were on public display – advertising the names of candidates and/or parties.
2
http://www.osce.org/
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In these cases ‘family voting’ constituted discussing which party to vote for and couples
entering a booth together. Importantly, on half of these occasions family voting was stopped
by polling staff and, either the voters were separated into different booths, or given assistance
by the polling staff on how to complete the voting process correctly.

Q9. Are booths well maintained to
ensure the secrecy of the ballot?

Yes

No

QUESTION 9: Polling booths were well-maintained.

Q10. Overall how do you rate the quality
of this polling station

Very Good

Good

Bad

Very Bad

QUESTION 10: Observers were asked for an overall rating of the polling station they had
attended. 19% of polling stations were reported to be ‘Very Good’- 77%, ‘Good’- 20%, ‘Bad’
- 2%, and none were ‘Very Bad’.
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CONCLUSIONS
Overall the election was extremely well run. There are, however, some issues that the observer
teams identified which are specific to The Netherlands which will be discussed here.
Queueing
The team identified, often lengthy, queues at most polling stations. These tended to be present
at predictable times of day; opening, lunchtime, 5pm and Closing. In some cases there were
more than 50 voters waiting at any one time.

Figure 1 Queuing at Den Haag Centraal Station

The Ballot Paper
Extensive concern was raised with our observer group by a series of interlocutors which we
met as part of our observation.
Although interlocutors often believed that the size of the ballot paper was now accepted by a
majority of voters a number of voters, often those who were authorised to vote because of their
EU citizenship, often seemed bemused as to the size of the ballot – often A0 in size.
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Figure 2 Amsterdam Council Ballot Paper

Publicity of Incumbent Councillors
Many councils, especially civic centres and Town Halls, actively advertise incumbent
councillors. These are permanently displayed on large advertising boards at the entrance to
major public buildings. In some cases polling stations are almost immediately approximate to
these signs.
Whilst the siting of the councillors information may be reasonable, placing it within a polling
station could be construed as being suggestive of bias.

Figure 3 The Hague Civic Centre Polling Station
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Queueing appears to be a significant problem in The Netherlands, or at least in the large
conurbations that were observed. These seems to be case even though polling stations
are well staffed, often with four, or even, more members of staff on hand to administer
the process.
Often one member of staff would check the ID and issue the ballot papers rather than
spreading this work more evenly amongst the polling staff. By speading this work more
evenly queueing may be alleviated.
More polling booths would also help with this process though our observer team often
saw booths empty when queues were forming because of the process of checking the
polling card electronically and checking ID.
2. Ballot Papers in The Netherlands are the largest our observers have seen in Europe
despite the electoral system being very similar to others used in other parts of Europe.
Norway uses a very similar open list voting system for its parliamentary elections, as
can be seen in our report from September 2017. Norway uses a system by which the
elector chooses the party ballot of their choice, in secret, and then casts a vote on that
one ballot for the candidate of their choice. This is conducted behind a curtain to ensure
secrecy. If authorities, parties and the public are exercised, as they seem to be,
concerning the size of the ballot, this could be one solution, worthy of further research.

Figure 4 In Norway voters choose the party of their choice and then for a candidate of their choice on that ballot paper
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3. In the case of incumbent/candidate publicity we would simply recommend that if this
is view presiding officers should cover this up during the hours of polling day.
OTHER COMMENTS
We would like to thank the officials at the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Affairs,
political interlocutors, as well as polling staff for their helpful and prompt assistance in
facilitating the election observation as the system was both clear and simple to navigate.
The briefing offered on Tuesday 20th March, held at the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom
Affairs, which explained the electoral system and voting process to observers, was especially
helpful and we we would like to thank those staff at the Ministry who facilitated this meeting
especially for their help.
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APPENDIX A
NETHERLANDS INSTITUTIONAL INTERLOCUTORS
Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations
Eric Stokkink and Tycho Laan
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Janna van der Velde
Electoral Council
Jan-Kees Wiebenga (Chairman) and Melle Bakker (Secretary-General)
MUNICIPAL INSTITUTIONAL INTERLOCUTORS
Amsterdam City Council
Den Haag Municipal Council
Leiden Municipal Council
Delft Municipal Council
Zoetermeer Municipal Council
Rijswijk Municipal Council
POLITICAL INTERLOCUTORS
GroenLinks
Haagse Stads Partij
Democraten 66 (D66)
Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD)
Christen-Democratisch Appèl (CDA)
Partij voor de Dieren (PvdD)
Studenten van de technologie in de politiek (STIP)
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