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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Low voter turnout has a negative impact on
democracy. When only a small fraction of the
electorate participates in elections, the outcome
of many marginal constituencies could be
determined by small margins and erode the
legitimacy of the new governments. 

For the six upcoming state elections in 2023 –
Kedah, Kelantan, Terengganu, Penang, Selangor
and Negeri Sembilan – we estimate low turnout
rates around 50-60% if nothing is changed in
election planning. This is partly due to the ‘lesser
importance’ many voters attached to state
elections, but the structural problem is the late
announcement of election dates which
inconvenience voters, especially those who work
out-of-state or/and have work duties on polling
day.

This policy brief explains the policy options that
can be immediately undertaken to mitigate this
issue and boost voter turnout. One common
election date should be decided by the six states
and preannounced months ahead. This can be
easily done if i) five of the states go full term, thus
allowing their State Assemblies to automatically
dissolve within a nine-day period between 26 June
2023 (Selangor) and 4 July 2023 (Kedah), and ii)
Penang seeks the Governor’s assent in advance
for an early dissolution during this period. The
Election Commission (EC) can then pre-announce
the nomination and polling dates. 

Early announcement of election dates – a
common practice in many countries – can reduce
cost by easing operational planning and enable
‘distant advanced voting’ for out-of-state voters to
raise turnout and retain public participation in the
electoral process. 
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2001 Sarawak 66.63% 1999 22m after 71.05% 62.42% 4.21%

2006 Sarawak 62.94% 2008 22m before 75.60% 64.78% - 2.36%

2011 Sarawak 69.66% 2013 25m before 84.63% 76.31% - 6.65%

2016 Sarawak 69.77% 2018 24m before 81.97% 72.96% - 3.20%

2020 Sabah 66.29% 2018 28m after 81.97% 77.18% -10.57%

2021 Malacca 65.64% 2022 12m before 81.97% 84.69% -19.05%

2021 Sarawak 60.41% 2018 11m before 81.97% 72.96% -12.55%

Implementation of UNDI 18 & AVR in December 2021

2022 Johor 54.55% 2022 8m before 74.50% 75.27% -20.72%

Sources: Election Commission and various media reports compiled and analysed by Bersih

Low voter turnout is increasingly a concern due to the following factors: the separation of
state elections from the general election and the drastic expansion of voters due to AVR and
Undi18. The lowering of voter turnout points to a declining public participation in the
electoral process, which erodes the credibility of representative democracy.

In Malaysia, we can infer from past state elections that were held separately from the federal
elections that low voter turnout is going to happen if nothing is done. For the six upcoming
state elections in 2023, we anticipate that they suffer a much lower turnout compared to
GE15 – hovering around the range of 55-60%. Our prediction is based on two assumptions:

Table 1: Lower Turnout in Most State Elections Held Separately from Federal Elections Since 2000

WHAT’S THE ISSUE?
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Precedents from separately-held state elections: From 2011 to 2022, the
separately-held state elections registered lower turnout by 3.02%-20.72%, than the
closest federal election in the same state. Hence, although the 15th General Election
(GE15) registered an impressive 74% turnout due to the high stake, it is unlikely such
turnout rate can be sustained without lowering voters’ cost in voting.
Drastic expansion of eligible voters: Automatic Voter Registration (AVR) and lowering
of voting age to 18 (Undi18) in December 2021 had expanded the electorate by about
40% to include many passive or apathetic voters, and those who are out-of-state
voters. Thus, voter turnout in the state elections faces downward pressures, so much
so that the Johor state election in March 2022 – the first election with AVR and Undi18
implemented – registered a turnout of only 55%. (Table 1)

i)

ii)



There are two low-lying fruits that can
immediately reduce the cost and inconvenience
experienced by voters: 

High turnouts in past federal elections were attained despite the cost and inconvenience
endured by many voters because the stakes were high e.g. deciding a federal government
which makes public policies of national importance such as economy and education. State
elections cannot recreate the same voter enthusiasm because state governments or/and
state assemblies only have autonomy to act on a few matters under Schedule 9 of the
Federal Constitution (State List) e.g. land, religion, and natural resources.

Low turnout may incur high cost to democracy, including at the state level. 

POLICY OPTIONS

As an election must be held within 60 days from dissolution, the Election Commission (EC)
can determine and announce the dates for nomination and polling once the dissolution
date is known. This can be done via writs issued as per Section 12 of the Elections Act
1958 and a notice is published in the Gazette as per Regulation 3(1) of the Elections
(Conduct of Elections) Regulations 1981. There is absolutely no ground for the EC to not
do so if the dissolution dates are known in advance.

Low turnout in state elections cannot be
attributed to only the ‘lesser importance’ of
state elections. Rather, it should be
understood as a symptom of structural
issues: the electoral process in Malaysia
has not been sufficiently voters-friendly,
incurring high personal costs to voters
especially those who have work duties on
polling day or those who work outside of
their constituency. We know from
behavioral psychology that these are
disincentives which reduce voters’
intention to go to ballot booths. 
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Results in marginal constituencies may be decided by a small number of
swing voters or by the most hardcore supporters, causing upsets which may
not reflect the broader popular sentiments. 
Legitimacy of the new state governments may be called into question, if it
receives votes from only a small fraction of the electorate. 

a.

b.

early announcement of election dates
by ruling out early dissolutions;
expand absentee voting facilities for
voters who are not free on polling day or
out of their state. 

i)

ii)



State
First Sitting
Since Last

Election in 2018

Mandatory
Dissolution

The Last Sitting Day 
to Date/ Announced

Early Dissolution
Date Caused by
Non-Sitting for 6

Months

Selangor 26/06/2018 26/06/2023 24/03/2023 -

Kelantan 28/06/2018 28/06/2023 30/11/2022 30/05/2023

Terengganu 01/07/2018 01/07/2023 01/12/2022 01/06/2023

Negeri 
Sembilan

02/07/2018 02/07/2023 01/12/2022 01/06/2023

Kedah 04/07/2018 04/07/2023 15/03/2023 -

Penang 02/08/2018 02/08/2023 07/03/2022 -

Table 2: Mandatory Dissolution Dates for the Six States in the 2023 Midterm Elections

1 The corresponding legislative supplements are Sel. P.U. 18/2018, Kn. P.U. 13/2018, Tr. P.U.
3/2019, N.S. P.U. 6/2018, K. P.U. 10/2018 and Pg. P.U. 24/2018.

Late announcement of election dates is mainly caused by early dissolution by the
incumbent government, despite no question or threat to its legislative majority. If all
legislatures complete their five-year term, election dates can be pre-determined as within
60 days – conventionally, around 20-50 days from dissolution – after five years from their
first sitting day.

With the exception of Penang, all other five states will have their State Legislative
Assemblies (DUN) mandatorily dissolved within a nine-day period, from 26 June 2023
(Selangor) to 4 July (Kedah). 

The implication is that simultaneous elections can be held for all the five states latest
on 25 August 2023 (Friday) to meet the 60-day constitutional requirement. If a
Saturday is preferred, 19 August 2023 can be the last day for polling. However, as DUNs
may also be mandatorily dissolved if they do not sit for more than six months, Kelantan,
Terengganu and Negeri Sembilan must convene their DUN in 2023 to avoid early
dissolutions. (Table 2)
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Step 1 Step 2

DUNs passing resolution
to go for full term

MBs/CM seeking Royal/
Gubernatorial consent
for early dissolution in

advance

EC announcing early
nomination + polling

dates

Midterm State
ElectionsAnd/or

Option 1: Pass a legislative resolution on going full term
For the five states other than Penang, the DUNs may pass a resolution that they would
complete their term. This would suffice for the EC to plan their operation and announce
the dates immediately.

Option 2: Seek royal/gubernatorial assent now

If Penang wants to join the other five states for dissolution within the period of 26 June
and 4 July, then the Chief Minister of Penang may seek the assent of the State Governor
for an early dissolution for the EC to act accordingly.

Likewise, if all the six states prefer to have their DUNs dissolved earlier than the nine-day
period, the Menteri Besar and Chief Minister can and should seek the Royal/Gubernatorial
assent now.

Chart 1: Two Steps towards Early Announcement of Election Dates for the 2023 Midterm State 
                Elections
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Our policy recommendations are thus summarized below:
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For the sake of the voters and Malaysian democracy, the six State Governments and the
EC should establish a new electoral convention whereby election dates would be fixed
and pre-announced months ahead. This would also allow the EC personnel, police
officers, civil servants, party workers, media practitioners, business owners, and voters in
general to better plan their work and personal/family life. 

Conclusion



BERSIH is Malaysia’s leading voice in electoral and democratic reform. We started out as
the Joint Action Committee for Electoral Reform, which was formed in July 2005, and the

coalition’s objective was to push for a thorough reform of the electoral process in
Malaysia. The Coalition for Clean and Fair Elections (better known by its Bahasa Malaysia

name “BERSIH”) issued its first joint communiqué on 23 November 2006.
 

At its formation, BERSIH comprised civil society organisations and political parties with the
objective of campaigning for clean and fair elections in Malaysia. BERSIH’s journey thus far

has been both monumental and memorable. The public demonstration of November
2007, which saw thousands of ordinary Malaysians take to the streets in support of clean

and fair elections, was a critical juncture in our nation’s electoral journey.
 

Now, many years later, the aims of BERSIH remain relevant and BERSIH continues its
crusade for clean and fair elections independent of any political party, while widening its

scope to scrutinise and reform the democratic institutions that are necessary for
Malaysia’s political stability.
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