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T 

he large number of can-
didates, a lack of infor-
mation about them and 
media campaigns against 
some of them and their 

parties deterred voters from turn-
ing out in the first phase of Egyp-
tian parliamentary elections, po-
litical observers said.

Candidates and political parties 
did not have enough time before 
the election to campaign or make 
themselves and their platforms 
known to voters, they added.

“Candidates had less than 15 days 
of campaigning before the elec-
tions,” said Mustafa Bakri, a jour-
nalist and a parliamentary hopeful. 
“This was why most voters ended 
up not knowing anything about 
both the candidates and the politi-
cal parties at the time of voting.”

Nearly empty polling stations in 
the 14 provinces of the first phase 
of the parliamentary elections 
shocked political observers and 
pro-government media but heart-
ened Egypt’s Islamist opposition — 
primarily the Muslim Brotherhood 
— which considered the low turn-
out to be an indication of declining 
support for Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi.

Egypt was hoping that the first 
phase of the parliamentary elec-
tions would produce a turnout sim-
ilar to other recent votes, including 
a referendum on a constitutional 
declaration determining Egypt’s 

transitional road map in March 
2011.

But most voters stayed home.
Some internet activists compared 

a photo of voters from the 2011 ref-
erendum with one from the first 
phase of the current parliamentary 
elections. The 2011 picture shows a 
long line of voters outside a polling 
station in the rain. The 2015 elec-
tion photo shows a polling station 
with no voters.

“I will go to the nearest poll-
ing station tomorrow,” one activ-
ist quipped on his Facebook page. 
“The fact is that I am in a bad mood 
and want to spend some time 
alone.”

The low turnout was no joke 
for the government, which on the 
second day of voting allowed civil 
servants to leave work at noon to 
vote. In Alexandria, voters were of-
fered free transport to polling sta-
tions.

But all this did little to entice 
people to cast their ballots.

About 27 million Egyptians were 
eligible to vote in the election’s first 
phase October 17th and 18th. The 
turnout, according to preliminary 
election results, averaged 20-25%.

A pro-Brotherhood commenta-
tor told Al Jazeera the low turnout 
shows that Egyptians were fed up 
with Sisi.

“This is why I expect a new rev-
olutionary wave to take place in 
Egypt very soon,” Seif el-Din Abdel 
Fattah told the Qatari channel.

This is, however, misleading 
when it comes to the view on the 
streets.

“Egyptians are tired of revolu-
tions,” said Azmi Wahid, a taxi 
driver in his early 50s. “We want to 
eat, not to revolt.”

While TV hosts on pro-Sisi pri-
vate channels urged Egyptians to 
vote, Ahmed Atta, one of millions 
of Egyptian youngsters who ab-
sented themselves from the vote, 

went with a group of other football 
fans to watch the training of their 
favourite club, al-Ahli. Thousands 
of other youths did the same thing.

Atta, a law school student, said 
he was fed up with elections in 
general.

“The other thing is that 46 inde-
pendent candidates are contest-
ing only four seats in my constitu-
ency,” said Atta, who lives in the 
poor Giza province neighbourhood 
of Embaba. “The problem is that I 
do not know anything about any of 
these candidates.”

About 2,500 independent candi-

dates contested 226 out of the 448 
parliament seats specified for inde-
pendents in the 14 provinces of the 
first phase of the election, while 
candidates in five party lists con-
tested almost half of the 120 seats 
specified for political parties.

Another vote in the first phase of 
the election will be held for 368 in-
dependent candidates on October 
27th and 28th, while the “For the 
Love of Egypt” list, which contains 
parties backing Sisi, is said to be 
favoured to win the party vote in a 
landslide.

The second phase of the parlia-

mentary elections are set for the 
country’s other 13 provinces on No-
vember 22nd and 23rd.

“Political parties are nowhere 
to be found on the streets,” said 
Ahmed Nagui Qamha, a researcher 
at local think-tank Al Ahram Centre 
for Political and Strategic Studies. 
“These parties need to go to the 
doorsteps of the voters, and the in-
dependent candidates also need to 
make themselves known to these 
voters.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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The turnout, 
according to 
preliminary election 
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20-25%.

Why such low turnout in Egypt’s elections?

V
oter turnout can be 
used to judge the 
political awareness 
of a society but the 
latest parliamentary 
elections in Egypt 

require different calculations. 
While there was low participa-
tion during the first stage of the 
vote, this is not necessarily proof 
of the general support of those 
calling for a boycott.

It would be hard to say that 
there is little participation in these 
elections when about 5,700 candi-
dates are standing for parliament 
and there have been large expen-
ditures on political campaigns and 
advertising. The fact that many 
of the parliamentary candidates 
are businessmen means that even 
more money is being spent on 
campaigns than usual.

Therefore, it is only natural 
for some to be attracted to these 
campaigns while many others 
become frustrated and angered 
and ultimately stay away from the 
polling place.

There is also the issue of the 
weakness of Egypt’s political par-
ties, with tribal and family consid-
erations in the country playing a 
more important role, as evidenced 
by the failure of the majority of 
political parties to form viable 
blocs and coalitions. Among those 

that succeeded in forming elec-

toral alliances, the coalitions are 
fragile and may not last into the 
tenure of the next parliament.

Egypt’s social and economic 
problems also have an effect on 
voter turnout. Because of general 
frustration, some of those who 
called for the boycott have tried 
to blame low voter turnout on 
the government. Senior Egyptian 
officials acknowledged that the 
country is facing major challenges 
but said high voter turnout could 
increase hope for reform.

As for those who called for the 
boycott of the elections, they 

actually have little presence on 
the street. They are seeking to 
increase the frustration of the 
public, exploiting the situation 
and blaming everything on the 
government.

The return of candidates who 
previously belonged to the dis-
solved National Democratic Party 
(NDP) in an attempt to regain their 
lost influence has frustrated many. 
The weakness of new political par-
ties has given former NDP figures 
an opportunity to return to politi-
cal life, as they have experience in 
election battles and can use this to 

attract support. 
An election boycott would cer-

tainly be significant if more par-
ties and voters were taking part in 
the campaign.

No matter how low the turnout, 
a parliament will be formed. Yes, 
low turnout has political conno-
tations but this does not detract 
from the legitimacy of the next 
parliament nor does it mean that 
those who are boycotting have 
significant influence on voters. In 
fact, if they had any real presence, 
they would have rushed to partici-
pate in the election process and 
ensure their place in parliament.

But it seems they prefer slowing 
the implementation of Egypt’s 
transitional road map — of which 
parliamentary elections are the 
third stage — over participating 
and possibly failing to win any 
seats. In short, they would prefer 
to use the parliamentary vacuum 
as a stick to beat the regime with.

The government has gone all 
out to push for political participa-
tion, even though some officials 
acknowledged that the next par-
liament will likely not be a good 
representation of the Egyptian 
people’s desires.

Ultimately, however, this is a 
necessary step; Egypt needs a 
parliament. Even if this parlia-
ment does not meet the people’s 
hopes, its presence is important 
and perhaps will ensure that the 
following parliament is more 
representative.

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an 
Egyptian writer. This 
commentary was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic. It was 
originally published by the 
London-based Al Arab 
newspaper.
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Egypt needs a parliament. 
Even if this parliament 
does not meet the 
people’s hopes.

A woman voter in Egypt’s parliamentary elections.


