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The 2019 provincial elections in the Netherlands: the
Rise of Forum voor Democratie after a heavily
nationalized campaign
Harmen Binnema and Hans Vollaard

School of Governance, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The 2019 provincial elections marked a spectacular victory for challenger party
Forum voor Democratie and a substantial defeat for two government parties.
The Liberals, led by prime minister Rutte, which had been the largest party in
many recent elections, came second in a fragmenting party-political
landscape. The Greens were the other opposition winner, while two
opposition parties at the ideological extremes, the Socialist Party and the
Freedom Party, suffered considerable losses. Regional or non-statewide
parties remained a marginal phenomenon: they attained on average three
percent of the votes. Further illustrating the heavily nationalized nature of
the provincial elections, the campaign mainly focused on national issues such
as climate change and the possible loss of the majority for the coalition
parties in the Senate, which is elected by the provincial councils. The latter
clearly affected turnout, which rose to over 56%, the highest turnout in
provincial elections in thirty years.

KEYWORDS Provincial elections; second-order elections; Netherlands; fragmentation; Forum voor
Democratie

Introduction

Elections for the provincial assemblies of the Netherlands, the Provinciale Staten,
were held on 20 March 2019. The Netherlands has twelve provinces and a corre-
sponding number of assemblies, which are elected simultaneously. In addition,
the members of the 21 Waterschappen (Water Boards) were also elected on
this day, the second time these electionswere combined. Turnout for theprovin-
cial elections was 56.16%, much higher than in 2015, and actually the highest
turnout in the last 30 years. For the water board elections, the turnout was
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somewhat lower, but still amajority of the voters turnedout (51.25%): a consider-
able increase compared to the 43.50% turnout four years earlier.

After a campaign marked by debates on climate change, Dutch tra-
ditions and a terrorist attack in Utrecht a week ahead of the elections,
newcomer Forum voor Democratie, a radical-right populist party,
became the surprise winner with 14.53% of the votes. This party was
founded as recent as September 2016, and had obtained two seats in
the 150-seat Lower House during the 2017 national elections. The gains
of the populist Forum contrasted with the considerable losses of the
radical-right populist Freedom Party and the left-wing populist Socialist
Party. Led by prime minister Mark Rutte, the Liberals (VVD, 13.99% vote
share) came in second place. The Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie
had been the largest party in the previous provincial elections in 2015,
in the 2017 national elections and in the 2018 municipal elections. The
fact that the two largest parties attained less than 30% of the votes
reflects a trend of fragmentation of the party-political landscape both at
the provincial and national level.

Two other parties in the incumbent national governing coalition (since
2017) did not fare well: D66 (social liberal) and CDA (christian democrats)
suffered substantial defeats, down from respectively12.5% to 7.8% and
from 14.7% to 11.1% . Only the fourth, and smallest, coalition partner Chris-
tenUnie (social Christian) witnessed a modest increase, from 4.0% to 4.9%.
Since the provincial councillors elect the members of the Senate two
months after the provincial elections, these elections results also influence
the parliamentary support for the governing coalition. The majority had
already been very small with one seat only, but in 2019 only 32 of a total
of 75 seats remained for the coalition parties, six seats short of a majority.

The provincial elections of 2019 can be characterised as second-order,
fragmented and heavily nationalized. Each of these aspects will be discussed
and analysed in this election report. First, as indicated above, turnout was
lower than in national elections and government parties lost, while the big
winner of the elections was an opposition party. Second, between 13 and
17 parties competed in the provincial elections, many of which managed
to gain seats, with an effective number of parties ranging from 8.38 to
10.81. In all of the provinces the largest party won less than 20% of the
votes, and in several provinces this was even below 15%. Third, almost
97% of the votes went to statewide parties that are also represented in the
national parliament. Only in a small number of provinces, regional parties
were able to attract more than an modest vote share.

This election report will cover the following topics. First, it will discuss the
context of the provincial elections, in particular the province as a middle layer
between national and local government. Second, it will focus on the execu-
tive-legislative relations and the electoral system of the provinces. Third, it
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will discuss the election results of 2019, with specific attention for turnout, the
differences between provinces, and the second-order nature of these
elections.

Context of Provincial Elections

The historical roots of various Dutch provinces go back long before the for-
mation of the Republic of the Seven United Provinces of the Netherlands
at the end of the 16th century. Cities and provinces played a dominant role
in this confederation. The French rule (1795–1813) introduced monarchy
and a unitary state in the Netherlands, and ever since provinces have
remained in a subordinate position. Belgian independence (1830) and full
split of Holland into a northern and southern province (1840) resulted in
eleven provinces. This picture remained unchanged until 1986, when the
impoldered land became the twelfth province of Flevoland (Castenmiller
and Herweijer 2015). The Netherlands have the same twelve provinces still,
with only minor changes in their borders due to the amalgamation of muni-
cipalities from different provinces.

The OECD (2014) describes the administrative structure of the Netherlands
with the metaphor of an hourglass: provinces are small in terms of budget
and tasks in comparison to governments above (national) and below
them (local). Three recent developments have further affected this position
(Hulst, 2005; Binnema and Vollaard 2019). First, both the competences and
the budgets of municipalities have substantially increased over the last
years, with the decentralization of former national and provincial tasks in
the domains of employment and social benefits, care for the elderly and
youth care. Decentralization of tasks to the provinces was limited to the man-
agement and conservation of nature and landscape and a somewhat larger
role in stimulating the regional economy. In international perspective, the
provinces’ policy autonomy is at a similar level as their counterparts in Flan-
ders and Nord-Rhein Westphalia (Hooghe et al. 2016).

Second, the process of amalgamation of municipalities has continued at a
high pace. In 2000, there were still 538 municipalities, of which 355 were left
when the 2019 provincial elections took place. The enlarged municipalities
have gained leverage and, consequently, are more often able to surpass
the province and deal with national authorities directly. Third, a growing
number of regional and intermunicipal networks have emerged, both
formal and informal. Such networks sometimes take over the role of pro-
vinces in connecting municipalities with common objectives or lobbying
for regional interests at the national or EU level. Provinces have not been
able to regain ground with respect to this role, being by and large reliant
on the cooperation of other governing bodies to act (Herweijer 2019).
However, an increase in governing capacity through provincial amalgamation

REGIONAL & FEDERAL STUDIES 3



tends to meet considerable resistance. A proposal by the previous govern-
ment (2012–2017) to merge the western provinces into one Randstad pro-
vince was effectively blocked by the provinces.

An important part of the budget of the provinces stems from the national
government through the so-called Provinciefonds, with a total of approxi-
mately € 2.5 billion (as compared to the total national budget of more than
€ 300 billion). This fund increases with more investments from the national
government, but it decreases when the national government applies
budget cuts. In addition, provinces receive specific benefits and decentraliza-
tion benefits, but these are modest in size. With regard to the own possibili-
ties of provinces to receive income, there are two main sources (cf. De Vries
2008; OECD 2014). First, provinces can determine themselves a surcharge on
the vehicle tax, with a maximum percentage that is fixed in national law.
Second, there is a limited number of levies, but the income is only modest
as compared to the vehicle tax surcharge and most levies are actually at
the level of local government. In international perspective, their fiscal auton-
omy is low (Heinelt and Bertrana 2011).

In sum, the 2019 elections took place in a context with a number of chal-
lenges for provinces. This again fuelled the debate on the legitimacy of the
provinces (e.g. Marijnissen 2019), although less prominent than in previous
elections (Binnema and Vollaard 2019). 59% of the Dutch citizens expressed
itself against abolishing provinces (I&O Research 2019a).

Governance Structure and Electoral System

The governance structure of the provinces consists of the legislative body
(Provinciale Staten), the executive body (Gedeputeerde Staten) and the
King’s Commissioner who is the chairperson of both the provincial council
and the provincial board. Only the council is directly elected by the inhabi-
tants of the province, for a four year term. The members of the executive
board are selected by the political parties that form a governing coalition
and they need the approval of a council majority to be instituted. Since
2003, members of the executive board are no longer allowed to be
member of the legislative. The King’s Commissioner is appointed by the
Crown, through a Royal Decree that is prepared by the national government.
This appointment follows a recommendation by the provincial council. The
tenure of the King’s Commissioner is six years, which does not follow the
regular electoral cycle, thus emphasizing the Commissioner’s impartial and
non-political role.

Depending on the size of the population, the provincial councils vary in
size from 39 seats in the smallest province (Zeeland) to 55 in the largest pro-
vinces (Noord-Brabant, Gelderland, Noord-Holland and Zuid-Holland). The
current total number of provincial councilors is 570, following a drastic
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reduction in 2007 (from 764 to 564) and a limited increase as a result of popu-
lation growth.

Elections for the provincial councils are held every four years, on the same
day in all twelve provinces. As prescribed in the Electoral Law, elections take
place in March, usually on a Wednesday. Since 2015, provincial elections have
concurred with the elections for the Waterschappen (water boards), but they
never coincide with municipal, national or European elections. Actually, in
those cases where national elections are held in the same year as provincial
elections because of the early dissolution of parliament, elections for the
Lower House will be postponed to May.

Eligible to vote for provincial elections are those who live in this particular
province, who have reached the age of 18, have the Dutch nationality and
have not been formally excluded from their right to vote. Apart from the geo-
graphical aspect, these are the same conditions that apply to the elections for
the Lower House. When it was decided in the 1980s that non-Dutch inhabi-
tants who have lived in The Netherlands for at least five years were
allowed to vote in municipal elections, this was not extended to provincial
elections (De Jong and Van Ostaaijen 2019). Like all other elections, the elec-
toral system in provincial elections is open list-based proportional represen-
tation. There are no formal thresholds: in order to attain representation, a
party needs to reach the electoral quota, which is the total number of
votes divided by the number of seats.

2019: Heavily Nationalized, Second-order Elections

Provincial elections in The Netherlands can be characterised as second-order
elections, which are considered less relevant than the most important elec-
tions, the national ones. As a consequence, vote choice in provincial elections
would be derived from cues at the national level (Reif and Schmitt 1980;
Liñeira 2016). In this election report, we will focus on two aspects connected
to the second-order nature of provincial elections. First, turnout is expected
to be lower than in elections for the Lower House, since there is less at
stake. Second, opposition parties and new parties tend to win votes, while
government parties lose.

Compulsory voting was abolished in 1970, and this has had a clear effect
on turnout, in particular at the provincial level. At first, turnout stayed rela-
tively stable in the 1970s, with 75.07% in 1974 and even 79.57% in 1978. In
the 1980s, the gradual decrease started, arriving at 66.32% in 1987, and con-
tinued more dramatically in 1991 when turnout dropped to 52.31%. The pro-
vincial elections of 1999 marked the first time the majority of the electorate
stayed at home with a turnout of 45.64%. Both in 2003 and 2007, turnout
stayed below 50%, but in 2011 it was even higher than in the early 1990s
(55.97%). A clear motivator was the minority government Rutte I, that at
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the time had just taken office with parliamentary support from the radical-
right populist Freedom Party of Geert Wilders. This applied to both those
who wanted to show their opposition and discontent regarding this coalition
and for those who wanted to secure a coalition majority in the Senate (in the
end, the governing parties fell short of one seat). When the stakes were not
that high in 2015, turnout went down to 47.76%.

Research among non-voters in provincial elections indicates that the three
main factors for which do not turn out, have to do with (a) lack of knowledge
about the provinces, (b) lack of interest or concern for the provinces or (c)
because they did not acquaint themselves with provincial matters (De Jong
and Van Ostaaijen 2019). These factors are not easily taken away by a
couple of weeks of campaigning or public information about the role and
tasks of the provinces. Partly due this reason, most political parties tried to
mobilize voters with a reference to the elections of the Senate by the provin-
cial councils two months after the provincial elections. As the Senate can
block all legislation, parties can present provincial councils as a way to
express to support or punish the incumbent coalition government. In 2019,
the election poster of the Freedom Party incited voters to ‘dismiss Rutte’,
Forum voor Democratie promised to bring a halt to ‘climate hysteria’ by
voting against a climate law in the Senate, and the Socialist Party framed
these elections a referendum about Rutte and his government (AD 2019).

The Dutch situation is somewhat different from second order elections in
other countries, where voters can use their regional vote mainly as a signal to
the incumbent government. Voters may indeed ‘punish’ government parties,
but with regional effects only. However, Dutch provincial elections have a
direct influence on the balance of power at the national level. It implies
that national politicians are claiming airtime, and that the national party
organization has a considerable say in determining campaign topics, which
are national rather than regional. For them, there is something at stake: par-
liamentary support for the government.

The second-order nature of these elections and their nationalized charac-
ter were also reflected in the campaign themes, which concerned first of all
issues of climate change, environment, and energy (I&O Research 2019a).
This included the necessity to deal with climate change, concerns about
the financial implications for tax payers of climate change measures, and
protest against windmills spoiling the landscape. Also, regional public trans-
port and the overheated housing market received attention. In debates
between national party leaders from the Lower House and the Senate,
however, non-provincial policy issues featured dominantly, ranging from
immigration and Nexit to the preservation of Dutch traditions like ‘Zwarte
Piet’ (Blackface) and New Year’s fireworks. In the last week before the elec-
tions, a terrorist attack in public transport in the city of Utrecht (leading to
four deaths) overshadowed the campaign. While national themes and
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leaders dominated the provincial elections as usual, Forum voor Democratie
stood out in this respect with election programmes that were nearly similar
in every province and with its provincial candidates often not campaigning
at all (e.g. Omroep Zeeland 2019).

Eventually, turnout again increased to 56.16%, which was the highest per-
centage since 1987. About a third of the voters wanted to express their
support for thenational government, while a quarter aimed at punishing it
(I&O Research 2019a). Three quarters of the voters yet wanted to influence
provincial policies, but the significance of a majority in the Senate for the
coalition government seemed to have fostered the turnout.

As would be expected in second-order elections, turnout is much lower
than in national elections (Table 1). Whereas more than 80% of the electorate
turned out during the elections for the Lower House in 2017, this had
dropped by 25% in 2019. We can also note a number of regional differences.
First, within each election, turnout is clearly above average in some provinces
with a certain regional identity, such as Groningen, Friesland and Zeeland in
2015, and again Friesland and Zeeland in 2019 (I&O Research 2019b). Yet, the
highest turnout in 2019 was in Utrecht, the only province which passed the
60% frontier. Utrecht is not characterised by a strong regional identity (I&O
Research 2019b), but tends to have a more active electorate, with compara-
tively high turnout in municipal and national elections as well.

Moreover, if a certain regional identity were an important driver for turnout,
Limburg andNoord-Brabant do not fit this picture, carrying the red lantern both
in 2015 and 2019. Low turnout is more likely to be related to a lack of trust in
politics and politicians, which is indeed the case in these southern provinces
(CBS 2018). This distrust may also explain that the increase in turnout
between 2015 and 2019 is smallest in Groningen, given the lack of trust and
the widespread criticism on the government’s response to earth quakes result-
ing from gas drilling there. All in all, the provincial factor is not an important

Table 1. Turnout provincial and national elections, by region.
Province Provincial elections 2015 National elections 2017 Provincial elections 2019

Drenthe 50.97 82.39 58.81
Flevoland 45.61 79.69 53.59
Friesland 53.06 82.49 59.12
Gelderland 49.91 83.27 58.55
Groningen 53.01 81.27 56.07
Limburg 45.03 78.33 52.57
Noord-Brabant 43.64 81.27 52.40
Noord-Holland 47.22 81.88 56.34
Overijssel 49.79 83.52 59.27
Utrecht 52.59 84.80 61.57
Zeeland 52.20 81.27 59.15
Zuid-Holland 45.76 80.15 54.49
Nationwide 47.76 81.57 56.16

Source: Dutch Electoral Council, www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl.
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variable for explaining differences in turnout. In 2015, the range between the
lowest and the highest turnout amounted to 9.42%, in 2017 this was 6.47%,
and in 2019 it was 9.17%. In other words, there is no electorate in any of the pro-
vinces that either turns out in great numbers or massively stays at home in one
particular type of election.

Vote Choice and Election Results

After the national elections of 2017, the Lower House consisted of 13 parties.
Ten of these parties were on the ballot in all twelve provinces during the pro-
vincial elections, creating a ‘menu’ for voters that was quite similar to the
national elections. The ChristenUnie had a joint list with the SGP (orthodox
Christian) in Noord-Brabant; the SGPwas not on the ballot in two catholic pro-
vinces in the south of the Netherlands and in the secular provinces of Gronin-
gen and Noord-Holland. 50PLUS, a party that advocates the interests of the
elderly, was on the ballot with this label in 11 provinces and joined forces
with the Party for the Elderly in Noord-Brabant.

In total, 37 political parties competed during these elections. Voters in Zuid-
Hollandhad the largestnumberofparties to choose from(17),whereas the smal-
lest number of competing parties (13) was found in Limburg andOverijssel. Out
of the 37, 21 parties only partook in one province. We can distinguish three
reasons for this. First, and most common, is that these are regional parties tied
to a particular province, like the Fryske Nasjonale Party in Friesland or the Partij
voor Zeeland in Zeeland. Second, some new parties that may have considered
to operate nationwide did not (yet) have the organizational base and resources
to participate in more than one province. Third, it may be the case that the can-
didates and the potential electorate of parties are concentrated in particular
regions. Some examples might illustrate this. Code Oranje, a party focusing on
democratic reform was able to find candidates in the three largest provinces
Zuid-Holland, Noord-Holland and Noord-Brabant, where the founders of the
partywere active. Another example is the Islamic party NIDA,whichparticipated
in two provinces with a high share of inhabitants with a non-western back-
ground, Noord-Holland and Zuid-Holland.

Volatility in the provincial elections was high (23.81%), which is similar to
recent national elections. The provincial councils are also characterised by
ongoing fragmentation, with the effective number of parliamentary parties
(ENPP) ranging from 8.38 in Noord-Holland to 10.81 in Groningen. In the
latter province, 13 out of 14 participating parties gained seats, and the
largest party won 12.49% of the votes. Fragmentation is also high as com-
pared to the Lower House in 2017, which had an ENPP of 8.12.

The results of the provincial elections are in line with their second-order
nature (cf. Schakel and Romanova 2018). Only one of four coalition parties,
the ChristenUnie, managed to gain votes, the other three lost. Although the
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VVD managed to confine its losses, it cannot hold onto its position of largest
party, which it held in 2011 and 2015, conceding to newcomer Forum voor
Democratie.

The two parties that appear to suffer the severest punishment for govern-
ing are the Christian-democrats (CDA) and the social-liberals (D66). Even
then, the CDA remains the largest party in four provinces: Overijssel,
Zeeland, Friesland, and Limburg. Yet, it also confirms that the CDA increas-
ingly becomes the party of the countryside, losing ground in cities and
suburbs. D66 has never been the largest party in any province, but at
least came close in the 2015 elections, with a second place in Utrecht and
Noord-Holland.

As mentioned before, not all opposition parties benefited from the losses of
coalition parties. Three opposition parties performed worse than in 2015: the
social democrats (PvdA), the Freedom Party and the Socialist Party. For the
latter two, the absolute difference in vote share is actually larger than for govern-
mentpartiesD66andCDA (Table 2). In contrast, theGreens (GroenLinks) achieved
one of its highest vote shares since its establishment in the early 1990s. Next,
DENK, a party inspired by Islam that did not yet exist during the 2015 elections,
the Animal Rights Party and 50Plus (a party for the elderly) also gained seats.
However, Forum is the big winner among the opposition parties, becoming the
largest party nationwide (i.e. in the Senate), and in three provinces in the west
of the country: Flevoland, Noord-Holland and Zuid-Holland.

Table 2. National results: vote share and seats provincial elections 2019.
Political party Vote share 2019 (%) Change from 2015 (%) Total number of seats 2019

Forum voor Democratie 14.53 +14.53 86
VVD 13.99 −1.93 80
CDA 11.07 −3.64 72
GroenLinks 10.76 +5.41 61
PvdA 8.52 −1.56 53
D66 7.80 −4.66 41
PVV 6.94 −4.79 40
SP 5.91 −5.74 35
ChristenUnie 4.86 +0.85 31
Partij voor de Dieren 4.36 +0.90 20
50PLUS 3.20 −0.18 16
SGP 2.47 −0.34 14
DENK 1.67 +1.67 4
50PLUS/PvdO 0.44 +0.44 1
Lokaal Brabant 0.35 +0.10 1
Fryske Nasjonale Partij 0.33 −0.08 4
ChristenUnie/SGP 0.27 −0.43 1
Groninger Belang 0.25 −0.01 3
Lokaal-Limburg 0.25 +0.11 2
Partij voor Zeeland 0.15 +0.05 2
Partij voor het Noorden 0.14 +0.05 2
Sterk Lokaal 0.13 +0.01 1

Source: Dutch Electoral Council. www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl.
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In the national elections of 2017, the coalition parties only gained a (narrow)
majority in five provinces, which they did not hold on to in 2019 (Figure 1). Else-
where, coalitionpartiesmoved fromanearmajority position to a clearminority
position. This is demonstrated in provinces like Drenthe (48.70% to 36.09%) or
Noord-Holland (47.90% to 34.39%). The steepest decline in vote share can be
found in Friesland (−13.95%), which is also due to the strong position of a
regional party in the provincial elections. In contrast, the difference is smallest
in Limburg (−8.39%) and support for governing parties is highest in Overijssel,
both during the national and the provincial elections.

It is evident that voters switched fromcoalition tooppositionparties between
2017 and 2019,with the exception of ChristenUnie on the one hand, and SP and
PVV on the other hand. Yet, when we look beyond the coalition-opposition
divide, it does seem like voters stayed roughly within the same bloc – at an
aggregate level, there is not much switching between left and right (or conser-
vative and progressive). Nationwide, the three largest parties in 2017 were VVD,
PVV and CDA; in 2019, it was Forum, VVD and CDA. Similar patterns can be seen
at theprovincial level. In 2017, thePVVwas among the largest parties (1st, 2ndor
3rd place) in Drenthe, Flevoland, Friesland, Limburg, Noord-Brabant, Overijssel
and Zeeland, a role that was taken over in these provinces by Forum. On the
other side of the spectrum, D66 and GroenLinks changed roles between 2017
and 2019 in the provinces of Groningen, Noord-Holland, Utrecht and Zuid-
Holland.

Figure 1. Vote share (%) for the national government parties in national and provincial
elections, by province. Source: Dutch Electoral Council, www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl, cal-
culations by the authors.

10 H. BINNEMA AND H. VOLLAARD

http://www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl


Parties of the Regions

The Dutch provinces do not have a history of strong regional parties, or
‘non-statewide’ parties more in general (Schakel 2013). Non-statewide
parties (NSWPs) are parties that have never participated in national elec-
tions, most of which are regional parties but, as shown by the examples pre-
sented above, they are not the only type of NSWP. The presence of regional
parties is restricted to those provinces with a certain regional identity, where
this geographical scope of the identity and the borders of the provincial jur-
isdiction more or less coincide. Roughly speaking, these are the provinces in
the north (e.g. Friesland) and the south (e.g. Zeeland) (I&O Research 2019b).
Identities elsewhere often relate more strongly to sub regions and cities
within the province (such as West-Friesland and Amsterdam in Noord-
Holland or the Achterhoek in Gelderland), but such ties to a region or city
are not translated into political representation at the level of the province
(Table 3).

The results of the provincial elections of 2019 again show modest support
for non-statewide parties. Across the country, they only received slightly over
3% of the votes, meaning that nearly 97% had been taken up by the state-
wide parties represented in the Lower House. This provides a strong and
clear indication of the heavily nationalized nature of provincial politics in
the Netherlands (cf. Schakel 2013; Cabeza, Gómez, and Alonso 2017). Still,
we can observe some differences between the provinces with regard to
both the presence and the vote share of non-statewide parties. At one end
of the spectrum, we find the province of Overijssel, in which only statewide
parties participate. In contrast, Groninger Belang and the Partij voor het
Noorden together seized more than 11% of the votes in Groningen. Likewise,

Table 3. Representation of non-statewide parties in 2019 provincial elections*.

Province
Number of parties

participating
Non-statewide parties

participating
Vote share non-statewide

parties (%)

Drenthe 16 3 6.37
Flevoland 16 2 1.42
Friesland 16 3 10.70
Gelderland 15 1 1.18
Groningen 14 2 11.39
Limburg 13 1 4.06
Noord-
Brabant

16 4 4.41

Noord-
Holland

15 3 3.39

Overijssel 13 0 0.00
Utrecht 14 1 1.06
Zeeland 14 1 6.21
Zuid-Holland 17 3 1.58
Netherlands 37 21 3.19

Source: Dutch Electoral Council. www.verkiezingsuitslagen.nl. calculations by the authors.
* all parties which did not participate in the 2017 national elections have been labelled non-statewide.
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the Friesian National Party, which was the first regional party on the ballot in
the late 1960s, obtained nearly 8% of the votes in Friesland.

The Aftermath of the Elections

Forum leader Thierry Baudet attracted considerable attention at election
night with a long speech on the decline of western civilization and the
threats to ‘our boreal world’ (an expression that also has been used to
denote the superiority of the Aryan race by extreme-right politicians).
Despite being one of the largest parties, Forum received less attention as
potential coalition parties in the twelve provincial councils. Its candidates
and provincial policies were often unknown, while cooperating with a
radical-right populist party proved too controversial for most parties. Even-
tually, Forum only got involved in a coalition government in the province
of Limburg. The combination of a fragmented party-political landscape and
the exclusion of one of the larger parties resulted in relatively lengthy
coalition formation processes, leading to coalitions with a high number of
parties and executives.

Discussion

The victory of Forum voor Democratie in the provincial elections of 2019 was
unexpected, to say the least. Having been the largest party in three
previous elections, the Liberals led by prime minister Rutte had to comply
with a second place and a loss of 1.93% of the votes. However, the fragmen-
tation of the party-political landscape was illustrated by the fact that Forum
as the largest party attained just over 14% of the votes. This fragmentation
also influenced the coalition formation that followed these elections: in
many provinces, governing coalitions consist of four to six parties.

The second interesting aspect of these elections is their heavily nationalized
nature of the election campaigns and the election results. More and more,
parties put emphasis on the consequences of these elections for the majority
of the governing parties in the Senate. National party leaders played an impor-
tant role in the campaign, including a televised debate between them inwhich
regional issues were only mentioned in passing. Non-statewide parties, which
have never been able to attract large shares of the electorate, remained mar-
ginal with just over three percent of the votes. In various provinces, the entire
council consists only of statewide parties.

The dominance of the national political arena, the losses for government
parties and the votes gained by opposition and new parties, confirm the
second-order nature of the 2019 provincial elections. To this we can add
the turnout, which was 25% lower than during the elections for the Lower
House in 2017. Yet, with the government majority in the Senate at stake,
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turnout was at a level unseen since 1987. Therefore, the irony here is that
more ‘denational’ these elections are, the lower the turnout becomes. This
makes provincial politics a mere extension of national politics.

Recently, the government proposed to change the elections for the Senate
to diminish the nationalized nature of provincial elections (Rijksoverheid
2019). The proposal introduces a six-years term for senators, with half of
the Senate elected every three years by the provincial councils, resembling
the situation before 1983. However, as long as the party-political landscape
is fragmented, it remains challenging to cobble and keep majorities together
in the Dutch parliament. The government’s proposal would therefore not
change the nature of provincial elections as reflected in 2019: second-
order, nationalized and fragmented.
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