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Summary

Nigeria has one of the lowest rates of voter turnout in Africa. Voter turnout declined from over
69% in the 2003 general elections to 35% in 2019 and further to 26.72% in 2023. This is against
over 70% consistent voter turnout in Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Liberia and Burundi.! The low
level of voter turnout in 2024 gubernatorial elections in Edo and Ondo States has further sparked
a debate around what should constitute the minimum voter turnout in an election in Nigeria
before a winner is officially declared. This is against the backdrop that low voter turnout and
voter apathy has the tendencies to question the legitimacy of the elected officer. In this brief, we
argue that there is the need for the National Assembly to revisit the issue of minimum threshold
for voter turnout before an elected officer can be officially declared a winner. We conclude that
setting a minimum threshold can make a difference in entrenching Nigeria’s democracy and

That Electoral Act 2022 may

be

legitimacies of elected officers. The followings are recommended:

That there is the need to initiate a discussion on the floor of the National Assembly to
debate minimum voter turnout requirement/thresholds in Nigeria’s elections;

reviewed to
requirement/rules for a minimum voter turnout as obtained in the Italian and Serbian
system to concretise democratic participation in Nigeria.

Institutionalise post legislative scrutiny (PLS) to improve service delivery at local levels
across the country to ignite active participation of citizens in elections.

include specific thresholds

A. Introduction

Voter turnout is one of the crucial indicators
of how citizens participate in the
governance of their country. It is the
participation rate (often defined as those
who cast a ballot) in a given election. This
is typically either the percentage of
registered voters, eligible voters, or all
voting-age people. It is measured as the
percentage of the electorate (i.e. eligible
and registered voters) or votes cast at an
election, including invalid votes.? Higher
voter turnout is, in most cases, a sign of the

vitality of democracy while lower turnout is
usually associated with voter apathy and
mistrust of the political process. Thus, the
level of participation of the electorates in an
election is one of the determinants of a
successful democracy. In other words,
where participation is lacking or low the
legitimacy of democratic politics and
process is undermined.®

Unfortunately. Nigeria has one of the
lowest voter turnout in Africa. Voter
turnout for the 2023 general elections was
the lowest since the country returned to

1 https://www.datapandas.org/ranking/voter-turnout-by-country

2 The VTD provides separate statistics for invalid votes, which includes both rejected (or spoiled)

votes and blank votes.

3 https://esthinktank.com/2020/07/20/what-measures-can-be-taken-to-increase-voter-turnout-at-elections/
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democracy in 1999. In 2003, 69% of the 61
million registered voters participated in the
general elections, and this number declined
to 57% in 2007 and 54% in 2011, before
dropping below 50% in 2015 (i.e. 44%). In
2019, only 35% of registered voters turned
up; less than 30 million out of a possible 84
million eligible voters.* A further decrease
in voter turnout was also noticed in 2023
election where only 26.7% registered voters
actually voted.®

In this policy brief, views of experts from
government, policy making bodies,
academia, civil society organisations
(CSOs) and security sectors were
aggregated on important  questions,
including what can be done to improve
voter turnout in Nigeria and setting a
threshold for the minimum rate of voter
turnout before an elected officer is declared
winner to legitimise and improve election
participation and concretise democracy in
Nigeria. This brief aims at sparking
conversation around how to improve voter
turnout in Nigeria’s elections.

B. Highlight of Issues

Voter turnout is a key indicator of the
vivacity and popularity of a democracy. It
helps measure the trust that citizens place in
their political institutions and politicians,
and shows how citizens participate in the
governance of their country. Low turnout is
usually associated with voter apathy and a
lack of confidence in government
institutions and political processes. A
comparison of turnout trends between
Nigeria and other emerging democracies in
Africa, shows a big difference in the rate of
decline in the recent years. The Nigerian

4 https://www.stearsng.com/article/why-
nigerians-dont-vote

5 https://dataphyte.com/latest-
reports/nigeriadecides-nigeria-records-only-26-72-
voter-turnout-in-2023-election/
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case shows a much steeper decline
compared to the other democracies. Data
from the International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance (I-
IDEA) show that most African countries
are doing well in terms of voter turnout
except Nigeria. The top 10 countries with
the highest voter turnout in their most
recent elections were Rwanda (98.2%),
Equatorial Guinea (92.7%), Angola
(90.4%), Seychelles (90.1%), Guinea
Bissau (89.3%), Zimbabwe (86.8%), Sierra
Leone (84.2%), Kenya (79.5%), Liberia
(75.2%), and Burundi (73.4%) while the
least 10 were Cote d’Ivoire (52.9%),
Algeria (49.4%), Mozambique (48.6%),
Sudan (46.4%), Sao Tome and Principe
(46.1%), Democratic Republic of Congo
(45.4%), Mali (42.7%), Egypt (41.1%)
Cape Verde (35.5%), and Nigeria (34.8%).°

In recent times, pejorative terms, such as
low voter turnout, voter apathy or low level
of electoral participation’ have been
ascribed to Nigerian elections. This is a
telling sign that the legitimacy of Nigerian
political representatives is not as robust as
it should be. In fact, despite the continuous
increase in the number of registered voters,
(see Table 1) the rate of voter turnout in the
2019 election in Nigeria was the lowest of
all recent elections held on the African
continent.®

Moreover, the voter turnout in the off-cycle
elections in some States in the country has
further declined; e.g. With 24.78 per cent
registered voters’ participation in the Ondo
State Gubernatorial election, shows that the
election recorded the lowest voter turnout

6 Ibid.

7 https://www.idea.int/data-tools/country-
view/231/40

8 https://www.icirnigeria.org/2019-election-
nigeria-has-the-lowest-voter-turnout-in-africa/
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since 1999.° Similarly, the Edo 2024
election recorded only 24%,'° while the
2021 Anambra State Governorship election
recorded only 10.38% voter turnout'!, the
lowest level in 62 years. Meanwhile,
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According to Stanford University political
scientists Adam Bonica and Michael
McFaul, "democracies perform better when

more people vote."?

Table 1: Nigeria’s Registered Voter and Voter Turnout 2003

Year Voter Turnout  Total vote
2023 26.72% 24.9million
2019 34.75 % 28,614,190
2015 43.65 % 29,432,083
2011 53.68 % 39,469,484
2007 57.49 % 35,397,517
2003 69.08 % 42,018,735

Registration = Population
93.47Million  227.9million
84,004,084 | 208,679,114
67,422,005 @ 181,562,056
73,528,040 | 155,215,573
61,567,036 @ 131,859,731
60,823,022 | 129,934,911

Source: International IDEA, 2021, Dataphyte, 2023

While voter turnout continues to decline as
we can see in Table 1, the cost of running
elections in Nigeria is ever increasing. In
2011, registered voters were 73.5 million
people, INEC budget for that year was then
based on an average cost of N1 893 per
voter which amounted to N139 billion. For
the 2015 elections, 116.3 billion was
budgeted at the rate of N1 691 per voter for
the 67.4 million citizens who had registered
prior to the election funding stage. In 2019,
the electoral commission recorded 84
million registered voters and budgeted N2
249 or $6.24 per voter, which amounted to
N189.2 billion.!® Unfortunately, despite the
massive spending, voter turnout continues
to decline.**

C. Cross Country Analysis

Some nations, such as Serbia and Italy,
have rules that render an election invalid if
too few people vote in an election.

9 https://www.thehopenewspaper.com/fact-
check-verifying-conflicting-statistics-about-2024-
ondo-governorship-election/

10 https://www.arise.tv/edo-governorship-
election-recorded-abysmal-turnout-says-aidafrica-
executive-director/

11 https://humanglemedia.com/how-insecurity-in-
southeast-nigeria-contributed-to-low-voter-
turnout-during-anambra-election/
Rhttps://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/wan
t-americans-to-vote-give-them-the-day-

In Serbia, three successive presidential
elections were rendered invalid in 2003
because the exit polls showed 39% which
was less than the 50% threshold to validate
the vote.™® Also, in Italy, in a June 2005
referendum, turnout was a mere 26%,
below the 50% threshold imposed by the
Italian participation quorum rule, and the
result of the referendum was rendered
invalid.

In view of this, it is important to identify
and define a minimum threshold of voter
turnout to make the election of a candidate
legitimate. Assuming that low turnout is a
reflection of disenchantment, insecurity,
poor service delivery or just indifference on
the part of the voters, a poll with very low
turnout may not be an accurate reflection of
the will of the people.

D. Areas for Legislative
Consideration

off/2018/10/10/5bde4bla-ccae-11e8-920f-
dd52elae4570 story.html

13 |bid.
1https://www.premiumtimesng.com/investigation
special-reports/425122-special-report-nigeria-
spending-more-on-elections-but-voter-turnout-
keeps-reducing.html

15 A statement by the independent Center for Free
Elections and Democracy.
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Owing to the alarming rate of ever
decreasing voter turnout in Nigeria, the
following are recommended for Legislative
Consideration:

1. That there is the need to initiate a
discussion on the floor of the
National Assembly to debate
minimum voter turnout requirement
[thresholds in Nigeria’s elections;

2. That Electoral Act 2022 may be
reviewed to include specific
thresholds requirement/rules for a
minimum voter turnout as obtained
in the Italian and Serbian system to
concretise democratic participation
in Nigeria.

3. Institutionalise  post legislative
scrutiny (PLS) to improve service
delivery at local levels across the
country.

E. Conclusion

Low voter turnout is usually considered
to be undesirable in every democracy.
People’s lack of interests or apathy in
elections has the tendencies to
undermine the democratic process,
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engender  mistrust in  political
institutions and enthrone unaccountable
leadership. The review of the previous
elections in Nigeria shows a progressive
decline in voter turnout since 2007.
Thus, voter turnout keeps declining
despite the huge increase in registered
voters and budgets. Billions of Naira
budgeted for elections in Nigeria may
therefore amount to a waste of
resources. This is because every
registered voter is budged for but few
turnout on an election day. This brief
concludes that to increase voter turnout
and encourage participation in Nigerian
political process, there is the need for a
legislation for setting a minimum voter
turnout threshold in Nigeria’s elections
and also address some of the
fundamental reasons for voter apathy
and people’s lack of interest in elections
across the country. Candidate’s
popularity as indicated by voters’
preferences for candidate’s/running
mate’s tribe or ethnicity, political party,
and candidate’s abilities provide
stronger evidence of the declining
turnouts in Nigerian elections.*®

National Institute for Legislative and Democratic Studies

National Assembly

14/18 Danube Street, Off IBB Way, Maitama
Abuja, Nigeria

E-mail: info@nils.gov.ng

Website: http://nils.gov.ng

NILDS Liaison Office
Suite 214 Senate Wing
National Assembly Complex
Mobile: +234 807 364 4822

18file:///C:/Users/Dr%20Abdullahi/Downloads/10.
1515 openps-2020-0002.pdf

WWW.hils.gov.ng



http://www.nils.gov.ng/
mailto:info@nils.gov.ng
http://nils.gov.ng/

