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2015 Elections in Suriname: a

ABSTRACT

The 2015 elections in Suriname marked a
significant change since the first general
and free elections in 1949. The electoral re-
sults indicate a shift in both the electoral
and political power that went at the cost of
the traditional mono-ethnic parties. Suri-
name held nine elections from 1949 - 1977
and seven elections in the post military pe-
riod (1987-2010). In the post military period
the Front, a coalition of mainly traditional
mono-ethnic political parties, won four of
the seven elections. However, this could
not prevent that their political power base
as well as their electoral share eroded. The
main argument in this article is that initially
ethnic party affiliation resulted in electoral
hegemony of the traditional mono-ethnic
parties. This hegemony ended in 2015 when
the National Democratic Party (NDP), led
by the former leader of the military regime
(1980-1987), won 26 of the 51 parliamenta-
ry seats. In addition to the role of the chan-
ged demographic structure, the defeat of
the mono-ethnic parties is explained by the
strong emphasis on ethnicity and juridical-
-political issues after the military regime
(1980-1987) while neglecting the socio-eco-
nomic living conditions.
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1 Introduction

From 1949 to 2015 Suriname
held sixteen parliamentary elec-
tions under general suffrage. The

historical power shift

Jack Menke!

RESUMO

No Suriname, as elei¢des de 2015 marcaram
uma mudanga significativa desde as primei-
ras eleicdes gerais e livres de 1949. Os re-
sultados eleitorais indicaram uma mudanca
tanto no poder eleitoral quanto no politico,
que se deu a custa dos partidos monoétnicos
tradicionais. O Suriname realizou nove elei-
¢Oes entre 1949 e 1977 e sete elei¢des no peri-
odo poés-militar (1987-2010). No periodo pos-
-militar, a Frente, uma coalizdo de partidos
politicos tradicionais, principalmente mono-
étnicos, ganhou quatro das sete elei¢des. No
entanto, isso ndo pode evitar que a sua base
de poder politico, bem como a sua quota elei-
toral desintegrassem. O principal argumento
neste artigo é que, inicialmente, o partido da
afiliacdo étnica teve a hegemonia eleitoral
dos partidos monoétnicos tradicionais. Essa
hegemonia terminou em 2015, quando o Par-
tido Nacional Democrético (NDP), liderado
pelo ex-lider do regime militar (1980-1987),
ganhou 26 dos 51 assentos parlamentares.
Além da funcdo da estrutura demografica
alterada, a derrota dos partidos monoétni-
cos é explicada pela forte énfase na etnia e
nas questdes juridico-politicas apds o regime
militar (1980-1987), uma vez negligenciadas
pelas condicodes de vida socioecondmicas.

Palavras-chave: Eleicgo. Suriname. Partidos Etnicos.

mono- ethnic political parties that
were founded in the 1940s domina-
ted politics until 1991. Altogether
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they achieved an electoral support of
over 50% in the 1949-1991 period. At
the end of the military period (1980-
1987) the three major mono-ethnic
parties® (VHP, NPS, and KTPI) uni-
ted in the Front coalition. This poli-
tical combination won the elections
in 1987 and 1991 with 89% and 54 %
of the votes cast. In the subsequent
elections the electoral support of
these parties eroded and remained
below the 50%. The 2015 elections
marked an electoral transition: the
National Democratic Party (NDP)
led by the former leader of the mili-
tary regime (1980-1987) won the ma-
jority of the parliamentary seats. The
purpose of this article is to analyze
and explain the electoral instability
and the electoral transition of the po-
litical evolution in Suriname in his-
torical context. First, an overview is
given of the economic, demographic
& socio-cultural context. Then, the
electoral and political systems are
described followed by addressing
the sources of political power prior
to the military regime (1980-1987).
After, an analysis of the evolution of
electoral results since 1949 the politi-
cal power shift in the 2015 elections
is explained. Finally, the conclusions
and future political perspectives are
addressed.

2 Demographic, economic and cul-
tural context

Suriname became politically
independent in 1975. It is both part
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of the South American continent and
the Caribbean region. With a land
area of 163.820 square kilometers
and a population of 534,189 (2012)
the country is comparable with the
Brazilian border state Amapa that
covers 142.829 km? and a population
of 669.526 inhabitants (IBGE, 2011).
Suriname is subdivided into the co-
astal lowlands, the savanna and the
highlands in the south with its tro-
pical rain forest. The majority of the
population lives in the capital city
of Paramaribo and the semi-urban
district Wanica (Algemeen Bureau
voor de Statistiek, 2013). The Sipa-
liwini district, located in the interior,
occupies 80 percent of the land area
with a population density of only 0.2
inhabitants per square kilometer.
When the first political par-
ties emerged in the 1940s, the bau-
xite production - controlled by two
foreign multinationals - was the
pillar of the economy. In the 1980s,
the mineral economy became more
diversified with crude oil and gold
production. The small open mine-
ral-based economy Suriname went
through several adjustment shocks
in the 1980s and 1990s. This was due
to external and internal develop-
ments: the decline of bauxite mining
and processing; the suspension of
Dutch development aid in the 1980s;
and the implementation of structu-
ral adjustment policies in the 1990s
(Menke, 1998). After a volatile gro-
wth from 1980-1999, the economy
had a continuous positive growth

Historically many political parties in Suriname have been affiliated with one ethnic group. This
means that ethnicitﬁ has been plaf/ing a major role in politics. However, in the last twenty-five

years some parties have been evo

ving towards multiethnic organizations (Sedney, 1997).
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from 2000-2015, mainly due to the fa-
vorable world market prices of crude
oil and gold. Various sources report
a high economic inequality but also
inequalities in basic sectors like heal-
th, education and housing, and across
regions (Algemeen Bureau voor de
Statistiek, 2013; Neri; Menke, 2001).
With approximately 20 ethno-
-linguistic groups and various tribal
peoples, Suriname is culturally one
of the most diverse societies of South-
-America (Menke et al., 2013). The lar-
gest groups are of East Indian, Creole
descent, Maroon and Javanese.> There
is also a large group of mixed origin
and smaller groups such as the Chi-
nese, Syrian, Lebanese and Whites.
Since the 1980s, there is a large influx
of Brazilians, Chinese and recently of
Surinamese people from Holland. The
diversity of Suriname becomes more
complex if we consider the religious
landscape. People of the three major
world religions contribute with subs-
tantive percentages to the religious di-
versity: Christian (49%), Hindu (23%)
and Islam (16%). Furthermore there
are various tribal, Afro-American/
native religions (winti) and other reli-
gions such as Javanism. This is a quite
different from the overall picture in the
Americas and the Caribbean: Ameri-
cas Barometer (2012) registered only
2.2% Non-Christian Eastern Religions,
against a vast majority of 85% Chris-
tians, 9.8% with no religion and 1.5%
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agnostics/atheists (Menke et al., 2013).
Like the ethnic and tribal groups, the
principal religious groups of Christian,
Hindu and Islam are all minorities.

3 Politics in the pre-independence period

The multi-ethnic and multi-re-
ligious nature of the Surinamese so-
ciety influenced the political system
and the political parties that emer-
ged after the Second World War.
The first mono-ethnic political par-
ties (VHP, KTPI, NPS) were founded
in the 1940s and dominated politics
from 1949-1980. Nation-wide their
electoral support in this period re-
ached between 60% and 90% of the
votes cast (Menke, 2000).

The traditional mono-ethnic par-
ties - NPS (Creole-based), VHP (East
Indian-based) and KTPI (Javanese-
-based) - represented the interests of
their ethnic and/or religious rank and
file. In the 1940s, the colonial elite occu-
pied the highest positions in the social
structure, the government, the parlia-
ment and the army. The colonial midd-
le class consisted mainly of mulattoes
who occupied the higher and middle
ranks and professions. The lower social
strata comprised peasants and wage
laborers in agriculture, mainly have
the East Indian and Javanese ethnici-
ty. Wage laborers in the balata, mining
and the urban manufacturing sectors
were predominantly Creole people.*

*East Indians are descendants of immigrants from India; while Maroons are descendants from
escaped slaves and Javanese are descendants of immigrants from Indonesia.

“In the colonial and postcolonial, Surinamese society definitions of ethnic categories were fre-
quently changed. After the Second World War the censuses of 1964 and 1971 broadened the
concept of Creole by adding the Mixed group and Blacks in urban and rural areas. However,
the 2012 census narrowed this definition by defining the mixed as a separate group.
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The introduction of gene-
ral suffrage in 1948 was initially
opposed by the mulatto middle
class that feared increasing com-
petition of East Indian people for
employment in the public sector.
The electoral system, designed
by the representatives of the mu-
lattoes was meant to consolidate
their class position. This contri-
buted at the first elections of 1949
to the victory of the political par-
ty (NPS) that in that period was
dominated by mulattoes.

In Suriname, a political tra-
dition of consociational democracy
(Lijphart, 1977) evolved that do-
minated politics in various perio-
ds. This is a multi-party system
based on the cooperation between
elites of the major ethnic groups
and their respective political par-
ties - East Indians (VHP), Javanese
(KTPI) and Creoles/ blacks (NPS)
- via an informal brokerage system.
The state in addition of being an
instrument to execute political po-
wer also became a source for (eth-
nic and political groups) to acquire
power and social mobility. Conse-
quently, the 'ethnic state” emerged
with a distribution of resources
within the state sector along eth-
nic lines, including ministers and
the appointment of rank and file
as civil servants. The distribution
of resources was also reflected in
the allocation of development aid
in distinct economic sectors: Creole
people occupied strategic positions
in parastatals and the public sector,
while East Indians dominated de-
velopment resources for the agri-
cultural sector.
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After the 1958, elections state
power came under control of a coa-
lition the NPS (Creole-based), VHP
(East Indian-based) and KTPI (Java-
nese-based). In the political history
of Suriname the 1958-1969 period is
referred to as the Verbroederingspo-
litiek, a tradition of coalition govern-
ment the Surinamese version of con-
sociational democracy. In Suriname,
this was based on the cooperation
between elites of the major ethnic
and or religious groups and their po-
litical parties that represented East
Indians (VHP), Javanese (KTPI) and
Creoles (NPS).

3.1 From a Creole to an East Indian
dominated state

The NPS, which was being do-
minated by dark-skinned Creoles sin-
ce 1958, was the leading party in the
coalitions until 1969. The successive
governments pursued the “Industria-
lization by invitation” development
strategy that included large foreign
capital investments in the bauxite
mining and - processing during the
1950s and 1960s. This strategy did not
yield the expected long-term econo-
mic growth. Even the largest and most
promising initiative, the Brokopondo
hydroelectricity project, did not make
a significant contribution. The multi-
plier effect generated by this project
included a growth of the real per capi-
ta income of 13% annually that lasted
very short from 1965-1967. However,
the economic growth turned negati-
ve in the next two years (1968-1969).
Other negative effects such as increa-
sed unemployment, labor strikes and
emigration became apparent.
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The VHP-PNP coalition (1969-
1973) was the first East Indian domi-
nated government since the general
elections in 1949. This change in the
execution of state power is reflected
in the equal number of East Indian
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and Creole ministers in the 1969-
1973 period (Table 1). This differs
from the period of consociational de-
mocracy (1958-1967), when the dis-
tribution of ministers was in favor of
the Creole.

Table 1 - Minister by ethnicity in 24 governments 1949-2015

Creole & |46 |92 |30 |81 6 |43 (23 |79

Mixed

68

7 6 33 |33 [49 |18 |50 |230 66

East Indian 4 8 6 |16 6 |43 2 7

20

21 7 39 |19 |28 4 |11 68 20

Javanese 0 1 3 1 7 4 14 5 5 3 17 10 15 6 17 30 9
Maroon 1 6 7 19 8 2
Indigenous 1 3 1 0
Other 0 0 1 7 0 0 2 2 1 6 6 9 0 10 3
Total 50 |100 |37 100 | 14 100 |29 100 | 95 100 | 18 100 | 67 101 | 36 100 | 346 100

Source: : 2000b. <http:/ /www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/30688>.
<http:/ /www .nickerie.net/News2010/2010-09-22 De nieuwe ministerraad>.

The equal number of Creo-
le and East Indian ministers in the
1969-1973 period reflects a signifi-
cant change compared to the 1958-
1969 period. The evolution and di-
fferentiation of the middle classes
coincided more or less with ethnic
divisions. This can be explained
historically and economically, but
is also related to the emergence of
the "Ethnic State" during decoloni-
zation, characterized by the division
of ministries along ethnic lines. Illus-
trative is the Ministry of Agricultu-
re, where from 1958 to 1973 all the
ministers were of East Indian des-
cendant. This also illustrates the role
of the state as an important source
for creating classes by patronage
and providing resources (e.g. jobs,
land and scholarships) to members
of the own political party and eth-

nic group. This was not restricted to
East Indian dominated ministries,
but had become custom at most of
the ministries governed by ministers
of other ethnicities.

The VHP-PNP government
(1969-1973) introduced the Joint
Venture strategy that gave an eco-
nomically active role to the state.
This form of state interventionism
is reflected in the strong emphasis
to establish parastatals and public
enterprises, in particular in agricul-
ture and forestry. The “Joint Venture
strategy” included the participation
in enterprises by both foreign capital
and the Surinamese state, with the
latter participating with at least 51%
of the shares (Menke 1991). The poor
results of this strategy - measured
by capita economic growth, income
distribution and employment - gave
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rise to class conflicts in particular be-
tween civil servants and the state. The
conflicts had a strong ethnic element
and expressed a protest of Creole
against the alleged political domina-
tion of East Indians. The deteriorated
socioeconomic situation was an im-
portant push factor in the large emi-
gration wave to Holland.

The political response to the in-
creased social and ethnic tensions in
the early 1970s was the mobilization
of in a broad oppositional combina-
tion (NPK) - led by exponents of the
Creole who linked with the largest Ja-
vanese party (KTPI) and a nationalist
party (PNR). This combination won
the 1973 elections and became advo-
cate of the political independence that
was achieved in 1975. They remained
in power until 1980, when the military
seized state power by a coup.

4 State and political independence
1975-1980

The political independence of Su-
riname did not result solely in the trans-
fer of state functions, like the repressive
apparatus to the former colony. In addi-
tion, a new development aid-agreement
between the Dutch and the Suriname-
se state, that included 3.5 billion Dutch
guilders, opened possibilities towards
an interventionist role of the state. The
committee on development aid coope-
ration between Holland and Suriname
(CON) reflects the changed role of the
state. The CONSinfluenced the strategic
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national issues and the allocation of de-
velopment aid, while official planning
institutions and the government were
often not involved. The bureaucratic
fraction of the Surinamese comprador
class °was privileged to become the re-
presentative of Dutch neo-colonialism
with respect to its interest at the state
level. The administration of the huge
amount of 3.5 billion Dutch guilders of
development aid for the period 1975-
1985/1990 was entrusted to the expo-
nents of this fraction and the represen-
tatives of the Dutch state in the CONS.
On the one hand, this is an expression
of the dependent character of the com-
prador class. On the other hand, this can
be considered an attempt towards the
consolidation of the Dutch political and
economic power in Suriname.

The development plans of the
independent republic had a populist
character. This can be considered a res-
ponse by the state to the increased so-
cial conflicts within and against the sta-
te in the 1969-1975 period. Many plans
formulated within the populist fra-
mework have not been realized. This
was due to the contradictions inherent
to populism. Besides, the plans were
insufficiently worked out.

Despite the huge amount of Du-
tch aid in the 1975-1980 period the eco-
nomic structure remained skewed with
few or no perspectives for improving
the socioeconomic conditions of the lo-
wer social strata. This was also due to
the weak planning institutions and the
insufficiently worked out plans.

*The comprador class in composed of local representatives of foreign capital in several ways.
The main task is the creating of accessibility for foreign capital to markets (land, labor, credit),
the distribution of goods and services and to the state bureaucracy. The bureaucratic fraction
is composed of top functionaries of political parties and the state bureaucracy, who creates
facilities and incentives for foreign capital interest.
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5 Military regime

The Political Independence Of
Suriname In 1975 Was Short-Lived
When Non-Commissioned Officers
Of The Surinamese Army Seized State
Power In February 1980. Despite The
Enormous Amount Of Dutch Aid And
The Interventionist Role Of The State
In The Economy, The Development
Strategy In The 1975-1980 Period Did
Not Result In Achieving Self-Reliance
And Other Stated Development Objec-
tives. In Official Declarations, The Mili-
tary Motivated The Coup By Referring
To The Ineffective Democracy, Corrup-
tion, The Ethnic-Based Political System
And Dutch Neo-Colonialism.

The Military Regime Attemp-
ted Reforms In Four Areas: The Po-
litical System, The Economy, Educa-
tion And The Social Relations. Some
Of The Projects Were Rather Succes-
sful, Such As The Decentralization
Of Governance. But Other Projects,
Such As The National Alphabetiza-
tion Campaign, Did Not Achieve
The Formulated Objectives And Go-
als. Ultimately, The Military Regi-
me Was Confronted With The Pro-
blems Of Legitimacy, Obtaining A
Mass Basis, And The "Withdrawal"
Into The Barracks. The Legitimacy
Crisis Was Expressed In Labor Stri-
kes, Social Protests, Memoranda Of
The Professional Organizations And
Counter Coup Attempts Initiated By
Various Middle Class Fractions.

The Legitimacy Of The Milita-
ry Regime Showed A Strong Decli-
ne From 1983-1985. This Was Par-
ticularly Due To The Deteriorating
Social-Economic Situation That Was
Influenced Primarily By External
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Factors. The Suspension Of The Du-
tch Development Aid In December
1982, The Execution Of 15 Prominent
Surinamese Civilians And The Crisis
In The International Bauxite Indus-
try Caused A Serious Decline In The
(Foreign Exchange) Revenues Of
The State Of Suriname. To Solve The
Problem Of Legitimacy A Process
Of Redemocratization Was Initiated
In 1983 That Ultimately Resulted In
The Elections Of November 1987.
The Redemocratization Star-
ted With An Informal Dialogue Be-
tween The Military Leaders And The
Leaders Of The Traditional Mono-
-Ethnic Political Parties (KTPI, NPS
And VHP). This Should Be Consi-
dered As Safety Measure To Pre-
vent A Continuing Isolation Of The
Military Regime From The People.
Two Issues Have Probably Played A
Role In The Choice Of The Dialogue
Partners. First, The Idea To Halt The
Isolation From The People Was To
Utilize The Emotional-Affective Ties
Of The Traditional Civilian Politi-
cal Leaders With Their Ethnic Rank
And File. Secondly, The Military
Opted For Dialogue Partners Who
Were Prepared To Accept A Balan-
ced Withdrawal Of The Military,
Leading To A Sharing Of State Po-
wer (Menke, 1988). In Particular In
The Areas Of Defense And Internal
Security, The Power Should Remain
In The Hands Of The Military. This
Sharing Of State Power Was Laid
Down Formally Prior To The Elec-
tions Of November 25, 1987 And
Can Be Found In The Decree "Natio-
nal Army" Which Was Adopted On
November 19, 1987 By The National
Assembly. That The Claim Of The
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State Power By The Military, Accor-
ding To This Decree, Goes Further
Than Defense And Internal Security,
Is Evident From One Of The Tasks
Of The "National Army" Name-
ly: Cooperation With The Aim Of
Maintaining And Safeguarding The
Continuation Of The Revolutionary
Process And, In Relation To This,
Supporting The Government. As Re-
gards The Nature Of The "Dialogue"
And The Dialogue Partners, Milita-
ry Regimes Normally Opt For Civi-
lians Who Prefer Juridical-Political
Changes To Social Economic Chan-
ges (Menke, 1988). In The Process Of
Redemocratization In Suriname, On
Each Occasion Since The Structural
Character Of The Dialogue In Sep-
tember 1985, Emphasis was laid on
juridical-political matters.
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6 Elections in the post military pe-
riod 1987-2015

In the post military period
(1987-2015), seven elections were
held under a new constitution. The-
se elections were based on a propor-
tionate system per district to elect
members for the National Assem-
bly. After a new constitution was
accepted by referendum in 1986, the
first elections in the democratiza-
tion process were held in 1987. The
“Front for Democracy and Develop-
ment” (FRONT), an alliance of three
mono-ethnic political parties (VHP,
NPS and KTPI) won the 1987 elec-
tions with a landslide. They won 40
of the 51 parliamentary seats and
obtained 87% of total votes casted
nationally (Figure 1).

Figure 1 - Percentage of votes cast nation-wide by political organizations, 1987-2015

Percent votes cast
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Source: Menke (2000a). Centraal Hoofdstembureau (2005, 2010). <http://www.dna.sr/

verkiezingen/ uitslag-verkiezingen-2015/>.

The emphasis on the imple-
mentation of juridical-political chan-
ges formed the basis for the victory
of the FRONT. Paradoxically, the
emphasis on the juridical-political

aspect - coupled with the neglect of
social-economic policies for the poor
contributed to the crisis of the new
FRONT civilian regime in the 1990s
(Menke, 1991).

MENKE, Jack. 2015 elections in Suriname...



The Front implemented a mo-
netarist development strategy that
had negative implications for social
class relations. The Structural Ad-
justment Program (SAP) in 1992 was
far from comprehensive and resul-
ted in a deteriorated socioeconomic
situation for the poorer sections of
the population (Menke, 1998). This
is reflected in the declined electoral
support for the FRONT in the 1996
elections. But more important is the
significant change in votes cast by the
participating political organizations
in the 1991-2015 period. The main
change regards the votes cast by two
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major political organizations: Front/
V7 and MC/NDP. From 1991-2015
the percentage votes cast for Front/
V7 shows a systematic decline, while
the MC/NDP percentage increased
(Figure 1). An exception is the 2000
elections when the NDP had a lower
percentage votes cast than the pre-
vious elections.

After a gradual increase in
votes from 1987-2010, the NDP, as
a single party in the 2015 elections,
succeeded to obtain a higher share of
the votes cast by V7 a combination of
mostly mono-ethnic parties, the PL,
BEP, and DA’91 (Table 2).

Table 2 - Votes cast and seats in the National Assembly (DNA) by political

organizationin all districts, elections 2015.

AC 27314
ANC 1109
APS 843
DOE 11168
DRS 664
MF 1130
NDP 117751
NOP 415
PALU 1735
PING 317
V7 96584
Total 259030

10.5 5
0.4
0.3
4.3 1
0.3
0.4
455 26
0.2
0.7 1
0.1
37.3 18
100.0 il

Source: <http:/ /www.dna.sr/ verkiezingen/ uitslag-verkiezingen-2015/>.

6.1 Electoral decline traditional mo-
no-ethnic parties

Some insights in voting beha-
vior can be obtained by comparing
the votes cast nation-wide per po-
litical organization between two or

more elections. Formally, this is not
justified, because of Suriname’s pro-
portionate electoral system by dis-
trict, with differences of the voter-
-seat ratio between districts. In other
words, the number of available seats
in the respective districts is not rela-
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ted proportionately to the number
of voters. It seems that calculation of
the nation-wide votes cast per poli-
tical combination (with exception of
the three interior districts of Sipa-
liwini, Brokopondo and Marowijne)
reflects by and large the trend in the
remaining coastal districts.
Although Suriname has a pro-
portionate system by district, an
analysis of national figures has the
advantage that one can determine
the national electoral support as well
as the changes related to previous
elections. Electoral instability is hel-
pful to assess the decrease or increa-
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se of the percentage of the valid votes
cast between two elections (Menke,
1996). It can be calculated by the ins-
tability index: the sum of the percen-
tage gains of all political parties that
had an electoral growth compared to
previous election results. This index
ranges from 0 to 100. An index of 0
indicates no change, thus no instabi-
lity. Nation-wide the electoral insta-
bility from 1987-2015 for the Nieuw
Front/V7 is negative (-50.1), which
is quite high. The electoral instabili-
ty for the NDP/MC for the same pe-
riod is + 35.7 and for the remaining
parties +13.3% (Table 3).

Table 3 - Electoral instability nationwide 1987-2015

1987 87.1% 9.3% 3.7% 100%
1991 54.2% 21.9% 24% 100%
1996 41.7% 26.2% 32.1% 100%
2000 47.5% 15.1% 37.4% 100%
2005 39.4% 22.2% 38.4% 100%
2010 32% 40% 28% 100%
2015 37% 45% 17% 100%
Loss (-) gain (+) 1987-2015 -50.1% +35.7% +13.3% 100%

Source:Menke (2000b). Centraal Hoofdstembureau (2005, 2010). <http://www.dna.sr/

verkiezingen/ uitslag-verkiezingen-2015/>.

*1.6% of the political party SPA that was not in the FRONT in 1987 is included in the figures of
FRONT. V7 is the new name of the FRONT political combination in the 2015 elections,
complemented with the political parties PL and BEP.

After analyzing the election
results in the 1987-2015 period, we
arrive at the following conclusions.

The FRONT/V7 could not res-
tore the declining electoral results
since 1991, (apart from a short re-
vival in the 2000 elections, which is

due to the “crisis” and fragmentation
of the Bouterse - Wijdenbosch coa-
lition from 1996-2000). The steady
electoral decline of the FRONT/V7
since 1991 went to the advantage of
the NDP/ Millennium Combinatie
and “other parties”.
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In the 1996 and subsequent
elections in 2000, 2005 and 2010, the
Front/V7 attained less than half of
the votes cast nation-wide. The cate-
gory “other parties” increased natio-
nwide in the 1987-2005 period from
3.7% to 38.4% (Table 3).

What are important influenced
the electoral instability? There are
four important factors: the demogra-
phic composition of voters; the elec-
toral system; the social characteris-
tics of voters and the social policies.

The role of the changed de-
mographic composition of voters
can be derived from the changing
demographic structure of the Su-
rinamese population by ethnicity
and age. From 1950-2012, the Cre-
ole & Mixed and East Indian re-
mained the largest ethnic groups.
However, the procentual decrea-
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se of the initially major groups of
Creole & Mixed, East Indian and
Javanese is evident. As a conse-
quence, the Maroon became the
third group in the 2012 census,
surpassing the Javanese. The re-
markable growth of the Maroon by
162% from 2004-2012 is explained
primarily by high natural increase
of this group (Menke, 2015).

Most remarkable in the inter-
census period 1950-2012 is the chan-
ged ethnic composition of the popu-
lation, in particular the enormous
growth of the Maroon contribution
from 9% in 1950 to 22% in 2012 (Table
4). The majority of the Maroon voters
are according to opinion polls affilia-
ted with the NDP and the ABOP.

Americasbarometer, a stu-
dy executed in 26 countries of the
America’s, indicates a strong asso-

Table 4 - Population by ethnicity, 1950-2012

Creole 74918 37% 88856 16%
Mixed 0% 72340 13%
East Indian 63770 31% 148443 27%
Javanese 35949 18% 73975 14%
Maroon 19180 9% 117567 22%
Indigenous 9546 L0 20344 S
Chinese 2468 1.2% 7885 1.5%
European 2626 1.3% 1667 0.3%
Other 1703 1% 7166 1%
Don’t know 0% 1805 0%
Not stated 0.0% 1590 0.3%
Unknown 401 0.2% 0.0%
Total 204561 100% 541638 100%

*Source: Van Lier (1971); Algemeen Bureau voor de Statistiek (2013).
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ciation between party identification
and ethnicity in Suriname (Menke et
al., 2013, p. 162-163). The Pertjajah
Luhur is mainly identified with by
Javanese (70%), the BEP and ABOP
are made up mainly of Maroon
(resp. 84% and 95%), and the VHP
mainly of East Indian voters (98%).
Various opinion polls indicate that
the influence of ethnicity on voting
behavior is diminishing. The Natio-
nal Democratic Party (NDP) is not
only the largest party in the 2015
elections, but it also has the highest
multi-ethnic identification and beca-
me in the last held 2015 elections the
largest political party.

Age is another demographic
variable of influence on voting beha-
vior. Various opinion polls since
1991 indicate that older voters are
more likely to vote on the traditional
mono-ethnic parties, while younger
voters have a greater chance to vote
on the NDP and other recently esta-
blished parties®

The electoral system also in-
fluences the electoral instability. It
was indicated before that proportio-
nate electoral system by district was
introduced in 1987, with vast diffe-
rences in the voter-seat ratio betwe-
en districts. The three interior dis-
tricts - Sipaliwini, Brokopondo and
Marowijne - and the coastal district
Coronie need far less votes than the
other districts to win a parliamen-
tary seat. One of the implications
is that Maroon parties (ABOP and
BEP) and multi-ethnic parties with

© olhares amazonicos

ISSN 2318-1095

Revista Cientifica do Nucleo de Pesquisas Eleitorais e
Politicas da Amazonia - NUPEPA/UFRR

Volume 03 | Ndmero 02 | Ano 2015

a strong appeal on Maroon voters
(NDP) are likely to win most seats in
the interior districts.

Finally, it is important to
address the role of social policies.
The NDP coalition government
(2010-2015) implemented social po-
licies. The most important measures
were increasing the old age (AOV)
and the child allowances, introduc-
tion of general health insurance and
the introduction of the project “after
school care” (na-schoolse opvang)
an after school support project in-
cluding meals and supervision of
students. These social security mea-
sures probably had a direct and po-
sitive effect on the living conditions
of the poor.

7 Conclusion

From 1949-1980 and during
the first civilian elected government
(1988-1991) following the military
regime, the traditional mono-eth-
nic political parties (VHP, NPS and
KTPI) dominated elections. Nation-
-wide their electoral support rea-
ched between 60% and 90% of the
votes cast. From 1991-2015, the elec-
toral support of these parties redu-
ced and rreached a low point (below
40%) since the 2005 elections.

The 2015 election in Suriname
marked a historical transition. The
National Democratic Party (NDP),
led by the former leader of the mi-
litary regime (1980-1987), won the
majority of the parliamentary seats.

®Opinion polls are conducted by various institutions: Stichting Wetenschappelijke Informatie (SWI),

IDOS, INDEST and NIKOS.
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From the perspective of the NDP, the
electoral power shift is explained by
structural factors: The demographic
changes, the social characteristics of
voters, and the electoral system.

In addition to the structural
factors in the post military period
that influenced the electoral transi-
tion from 1987-2010, the 2010-2015
NDP coalition government imple-
mented important social security
measures with a positive impact on
the poorer sections of the voters. On
the other hand, the decline of the
mono-ethnic is due to their strong
emphasis on juridical-political poli-
cies rather than implementing effec-
tive social policies to improve the
living conditions of the poor.

The challenge for the NDP that
won the 2015 elections is to establish
a new government, which is able to
sustain the implemented social poli-
cies during the previous 2010-2015
term. In case, these policies are not
sustained in order to meet the crea-
ted expectations, the recent electoral
and political power shift might be
short-lived.
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