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I won’t walk this way – The other side of the snap elections 

By: Francisco Jose Garcia Martinez 

International Research Fellow, Group for Legal and Political Studies  

The snap election that took place in Kosovo on June 11, 2017 resulted in a divided 

Assembly in which three coalitions/political parties split the number of parliamentary 

seats (not reserved for minority ethnic groups). This unsurprisingly led to tremendous 

speculation about the future Government of Kosovo, but unfortunately overshadowed 

another concerning finding — the staggering number of invalid and blank ballots. 

According to the results published by the Central Electoral Commission (KQZ in Albanian), 

the elections left a turnout of 41.30%, with 747,228 votes cast. Of those, 42,540 votes 

(5.69%) were declared invalid, and 6,553 (0’09%), as blank. With almost six percent of 

the ballots declared invalid after the June 2017 election in Kosovo, this election resulted 

in a significantly greater proportion of invalid ballots than in recent elections in the region 

such as Romania (2.95% in the December 2016 election), Macedonia (3.18% in the 

2016 election) and Bulgaria (4.58% the March 2017 election).  

The contrast is even more exaggerated when compared with EU countries. In the recent 

legislative elections in France, 1.54% of ballots were blank and a 0.67% were invalid. 

Last year in Spain, the percentages of blank and invalid ballots were 0.75% and 0.93%, 

respectively. Even in the midst of a critical economic crisis and delicate political situation 

in Greece, only 1.26% and 1.16% of the 2015 election ballots were blank or invalid, 

respectively.1 

The distinction of both categories is often overlooked in countries with "first past the 

post" electoral systems, where invalid votes can be considered “residual”, having no 

effect  on the allocation of the seat (except for in the rare case wherein the number of 

invalid ballots exceeds the difference in the number of votes received between 

candidates). However, most European states follow a proportional electoral system 

wherein parties must receive a minimum percentage of votes to garner any 

representation in parliament. To calculate that threshold, blank votes are included, but 

not invalid ballots. Thus, they are often listed separately, as it is in the case of Kosovo. 

The allocation of seats is then made in proportion to the percentage of votes received by 

those parties that manages to pass the threshold. In contrast to ‘first past the post' 

systems like that in the United States, every vote counts in proportional electoral 

systems. In addition, the distinction is politically significant since, while there are several 

reasons for null ballots, a blank vote is a clear political statement. It indicates support for 

the political system, but disaffection and dissatisfaction with the alternatives 

represented by the concurring political parties.  

                                                           
1 All figures are taken from the information made available online by the Electoral Commissions (or the 
equivalent organizations responsible for delivering the official results) of Romania, Macedonia, Bulgaria, 
France, Spain and Greece. 



There are a number of reasons for invalid ballots and distinguishing between them is not 

always easy. On the one hand, an invalid ballot may be the result of a protest vote, which 

can be a way of showing discontent with the political system as a whole or with the 

choice of candidates/parties. Protest votes can take multiple forms. Voters may choose 

deceased, fictional, or ineligible candidates, destroy the ballot, or submit their vote via 

alternative means (such as on toilet paper); these null votes can make a bold political 

statement. Alternatively, voters may cast a blank vote according to the established form, 

usually by marking nothing on the ballot or by writing in or selecting a "none of the 

above.” A high number of these protest votes may suggest that political parties, or the 

broader political system, are failing to respond to the expectations of citizens. Regretfully 

however, save for the most bold and assertive forms of protest voting, it can be 

challenging or nearly 

impossible to identify protest 

votes as such. 

On the other hand, voters may 

unintentionally cast an invalid 

vote due to an honest mistake 

or insufficient knowledge of the 

voting process. In general, 

electoral processes which are 

particularly complex or require 

several actions increase the 

likelihood that a number of 

voters will not be aware of 

which actions they are 

expected to undertake and 

how. For instance, closed list 

systems wherein voters can 

only vote for political parties as 

a whole (as in Romania where 

voters pick one specific ballot 

paper to put inside the 

envelope) tend to result in 

fewer invalid votes since the 

voting process is quite 

straightforward. On the other 

hand, open list systems, like 

the one in Kosovo, require the 

voter to undertake further 

actions, which increase the 

chances for a mistake.  

In Kosovo's case, the voter must first select a party and, subsequently, up to five names 

(marking their corresponding numbers) from the list provided by this party. After the vote 
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count, each party is allocated a number of parliamentary seats according to the D’Hondt 

formula. Each party’s candidates are then ranked according to the number of individual 

votes they received, and the candidates who received the most votes are appointed as 

deputies (MPs). 

Open list systems which allow voters to influence the order in which a party’s candidates 

are elected provides for grater representation but also increases the risk of  errors which 

could invalidate the vote, such as marking two different parties or more than 5 

candidates.  

Both possible explanations for invalid ballots likely hold true in the case of Kosovo. The 

first one, protest voting, can reasonably be expected considering the political landscape 

in Kosovo, where traditional, leading political parties have held power for the last decade, 

eroding expectations of change. Two findings in particular point to high levels of voter 

discontent. First, given the surge of Vetëvendosje, a party that began as a protest 

movement, it is easy to assume that a substantial portion of people in Kosovo are 

dissatisfied with and unwilling to vote for members of the conventional parties for 

ideological reasons. Second, the high abstention rate in the last election, with a voter 

turnout of barely 40%, suggests high levels of voter apathy or dissatisfaction in Kosovo. A 

deep renovation of the traditional parties and introduction of new alternatives could help 

to reengage voters and constituents in the political process. 

The second explanation for invalid ballots -- voter error and complex voting processes 

and procedures -- is equally likely in Kosovo. The voting system in Kosovo is more 

complex than in most other countries in the region. Moreover, the recent snap elections 

were called with short notice, and some have argued that KQZ was not fully prepared to 

organize and carry them out properly. While adjudicating on these claims is beyond the 

scope here, it is true that the Electoral Commission failed to organize sustained outreach 

campaigns providing instructions. This oversight needs to be corrected for future 

elections, whether through radio or TV campaigns, engaging media and other actors to 

increase public understanding, and/or placing explanatory posters in polling stations. 

Ideally, the Electoral Commission could implement all of the above measures, at least 

until the election process in Kosovo is better established and people are inherently 

familiar with voting procedures. 

Whatever the reasons for the staggering number of invalid and blank votes, the 

phenomenon is cause for concern. On the one hand, the electorate of Kosovo appears to 

be disconnected from politics. Even amongst those who are engaged, a relatively high 

proportion failed to find a palatable program to vote for, which undermines the credibility 

of the political system as a whole. On the other hand, voters may be prevented from 

effectively exercising their right to vote by a lack of knowledge or excessive procedural 

complexity, which should be considered as a collective failure of the Kosovar State. In 

either case, the institutions and citizens of Kosovo should pay close attention to this 

phenomenon. A democracy, by definition, can only be sustained by a politically active 

society.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Espresso.Insights are the newest tools for communication introduced by GLPS. They are aimed at 

decoding the policy research of our Fellows to a broader audience. Espresso.Insights present short 

summary of analysis and information that help readers and policy-makers in particular, to understand the 

relevant research, as they suggest possible policy options and argue for certain path of action.  Aiming to 

intensify the debate about policy issues and general public concerns, Espresso.Insights will, in addition, 

serve as gears to aid an informed decision-making process. 
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