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FOREWORD

From January through May 2014 the Institute for Regional and International Studies (IRIS) 
carried out the concluding and most intensive phase of research on the current threats 
to human security in Bulgaria. The study is part of the first biennial cycle of a four-year 
regional project in five Balkans countries and Turkey, supported by Directorate General 
Enlargement of the European Commission (see more here: http://cn4hs.org/). Human 
security is a concept of security which focuses on the human aspect of the problem 
– the threats to the individual and his/her way of life, rather than on the traditional, 
state-centric aspect of security (national security). The study aimed to establish what the 
most acute threats to individual security in Bulgaria are at the moment. The fundamental 
consideration in its design was not to come up with representative conclusions for the 
entire country but above all to identify and dissect in depth concrete problems (be they 
regional or local) whose severity makes them stand out in national context. The research 
involved document analysis, expert discussions, focus-groups and field interviews. The 
results showed that conventional crime and the so-called controlled voting, concentrated 
in Northwest and Southwest Bulgaria, constitute serious threats to the security and way 
of life of ordinary people.

http://cn4hs.org/
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CONVENTIONAL CRIME AND CONTROLLED 
VOTING AS ACUTE THREATS TO HUMAN 
SECURITY IN BULGARIA

Summary of the research reports and recommendations

Stefan Ralchev 1*

 In a globalised era and following the challenges posed by the economic crisis which 
started in 2009, risks to individual security have grown immensely, not bypassing the 
Balkans and Bulgaria. In rural areas and small towns in the country’s Northwest and 
Southwest, two issues have emerged as tangible and acute threats to the ordinary 
people’s way of life: conventional crime and the forced voting under the peril of losing 
one’s job or livelihood (the ‘controlled vote’). The factors behind the worrying rise in 
crime and compulsion to vote include dire economic situation leading to unemployment, 
elusive means of livelihood and poverty, community clash, isolation of the regions of 
focus from the main economic activities in the country and wrong institutional approach 
to the problems. An urgent response from policy makers and the relevant national and 
European Union institutions is indispensable if the security threats to individuals are to 
be mitigated and the communities in question revived. Such a response for addressing 
the problem of conventional crime would comprise more focused policy for regional 
economic development, introduction of temporary employment programmes, renewed 
social efforts at desegregation of the Roma community, sending more policemen to 
small villages and more effective judicial proceedings. For countering the controlled vote, 
measures should include change of the electoral law towards more centralised ballot 
counting, improved investigation capabilities of law enforcement agencies, cracking down 
on the grey economy in regional centres, more authority for labour inspectorates and 
introduction of better internal systems of control in public and private companies.

The problems
 Conventional crime and the controlled vote have increased at worrying rates in the 
Northwest and Southwest of Bulgaria over the recent years. According to data from the 
National Statistical Institute, the number of registered crimes in the four main districts of 
the Northwest region (Vidin, Vratsa, Montana and Pleven) has grown from 3,607 in 2004 
to 5,586 in 2012.2 Two main factors may be contributing to the trend. On the one hand, 
the financial crisis and ensuing economic downturn which hit Europe in 2009 have had 
their effects on the general well-being of people in Bulgaria too, and resort to unlawful 
means of earning livelihood may have increased as a result. On the other hand, the region 

1. Stefan Ralchev is Programme Director and Policy Analyst in the Institute for Regional and International Studies (IRIS). 
He is the Project Coordinator for Bulgaria for the Citizens’ Network for Peace, Reconciliation and Human Security and 
has contributed to the research and advocacy efforts which are part of the initiative.
2. National Statistical Institute, http://www.nsi.bg/en. 

The views expressed in this publication are of their authors only and in no way represent 
the views of the Institute for Regional and International Studies, the Citizens’ Network for 
Peace, Reconciliation and Human Security and its partner and associate organisations or 
the European Commission.
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The study: approaches and results
 IRIS has conducted a parallel research of the increasingly acute problems of conventional 
crime in Northwest Bulgaria and the controlled/corporate vote (forced voting in the 
workplace) in the Southwest and Northwest of the country. The regions were chosen as 
particularly problematic vis-ђ-vis the human security issues touched upon, as publicised 
by the media and in previous research. Our investigation was part of a cross-border 
partnership project on human security in the Balkans and Turkey. The initiative, “Citizens’ 
Network for Peace, Reconciliation and Human Security,” involves research and advocacy 
efforts in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia and Turkey and 
is supported by the European Commission (find out more here: http://cn4hs.org/). It 
included, among other elements, field interviews with victims of conventional crime and 
forced voting, so as to give a human-centred perspective of the problems – something 
not present in the bulk of research on crime and electoral fraud so far. The research 
findings were frightening: Conventional crime, though not uniformly, poses a serious 
threat to individuals in Northwest Bulgaria, while controlled voting in many state-owned 
and private firms and in Roma neighbourhoods has become so routine and deeply rooted 
that it represents a grave human security risk for entire communities.

Conventional crime in Northwest Bulgaria

 Several fundamental conclusions can be drawn. Conventional crime has become a severe 
human security threat in Northwest Bulgaria, involving direct and structural violence. 
There is a clear clash of communities (impoverished, elderly Bulgarians and the Roma 
community) for the scarce resources of survival in the region of focus. The severity of 
the human security threat grows from villages situated in the vicinity of towns or the 
Danube river towards the more isolated villages in the hinterland. Although the majority 
of offences have been committed by representatives of the Roma community, the crimes 
cannot be characterised as specific for this group and targeting the other. The seasonal 
nature of crimes shows that their origin is purely economic and related to securing survival 
of the perpetrators, rather than an organic process resulting from innate predisposition 
for criminality. And institutions are largely ineffective in addressing the problem, with 
the possible exception of some ad hoc interventions of law enforcement in the peak of 
crimes in early 2014. The experiences of individuals take the form of fear for physical 
survival, fear for securing livelihood, a strong sense of despair and a feeling of injustice. 
The coping strategies of victims include insulation from the outside world (“more locks”) 
and reduction of free movement (“never go out in the dark”), reliance on the institutions 
and hiring of private security agencies. The latter two are seen as mostly ineffective, with 
a couple of exceptions.

 Controlled/corporate vote (forced voting on the workplace or as a result of dependencies 
in the informal sector)

 The research findings demonstrate that the phenomenon of the controlled vote can be 
both a threat for and a perceived guarantor of security for the people, the latter perception 

of Northwest Bulgaria has been regularly classified as the poorest region (in the NUTS II 
classification) in the European Union, with the lowest per capita income and high levels 
of unemployment and poverty.3 This systemic shortcoming in the living condition has 
driven the majority of young people to leave and seek fulfilment either in the capital 
Sofia or in Western Europe. It has also contributed to rivalries among the various groups 
that remain for the scarce resources available for survival. Two groups are particularly 
vulnerable in this respect: (i) elderly people relying on their inadequate pensions and 
on subsistence farming for basic food needs and (ii) compact Roma populations, a 
traditionally disadvantaged group in Bulgaria not only in rural areas but also in cities. The 
clash between these two communities has led to the rise in conventional crime and the 
emergence of severe human security threats for the population. Media reports and official 
investigations over the last years showed a rapid increase of burglaries and assaults over 
elderly people and their property in rural areas in the Northwest, most often perpetrated 
by members of the local Roma community. The elderly village inhabitants have been the 
object of physical, economic and psychological violence, denying them normal existence. 
On the other hand, the Roma (who in their offences have sometimes been assisted by 
Bulgarians) are obviously pushed in their actions by grave insecurity regarding means of 
survival: both victims and experts interviewed by IRIS as part of research on the topic 
expressed opinions that it is the hard economic situation that leaves no choice for the 
Roma but to resort to crime and that when some alternative means of livelihood are 
available for them, they tend to abstain from illegal activities.
 The term ‘controlled vote’ started making its way into the jargon of political observers, 
social scientists and journalists in Bulgaria after the local elections in 2007. It evolved from 
the initially prevalent term ‘vote-buying’, describing the novel and worrying phenomenon 
of political parties paying voters for their vote, in violation of the law and of international 
covenants to which the country is a party. In the difficult economic situation in which rural 
regions and small settlements have been after Bulgaria launched painful reforms in 1997, 
many people found it acceptable to sell their vote for as little as 20 levs (€10), unaware 
of the long-term consequences of their actions. The first conspicuous wave of evidence 
of vote-buying came during the 2007 local elections. Afterwards, the phenomenon of 
manipulated voting both evolved and branched into various forms, causing observers to 
coin the more precise term ‘controlled vote’. Thus vote-buying became only one of the 
manifestations of the manipulated vote in Bulgaria; the controlled vote, on the other 
hand, included forms of pressure without explicit monetary exchange as a reward, such 
as threats and manipulation of the members of entire precinct electoral committees. One 
specific manifestation, which gained momentum and is a key focus of this study, has been 
the so-called ‘corporate vote’ – when owners and directors in private or public companies, 
mid-level managers and local administration superiors exert pressure on employees to 
vote for a certain political party either in exchange of some reward or face the risk of 
payment withholding or outright dismissal. In this case, direct exchange of cash is absent, 
and the transaction more sophisticated. The phenomenon, however, has become a threat 
for the human security of many individuals in small settlements and rural regions, where 
unemployment rates are high and keeping one’s job is crucial for survival. According to 
experts interviewed by IRIS, the controlled vote represents up to 15% of the vote in 
certain municipalities and 3-5% nationally.

3 “Bulgaria’s Northwestern Region Still Poorest in EU”. Novinite.com, 21 March 2013. Available at: http://www.novinite.
com/articles/148866/Bulgaria’s+Northwestern+Region+Still+Poorest+in+EU.
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the purpose. Schools should be all-day long and include three meals per day for Roma 
and Bulgarian pupils;
 Sending more policemen to small villages. The absence of law enforcement in small 

settlements is striking. Resources should be redirected from bureaucracy in the Ministry 
of Interior in Sofia (by far the most heavily financed ministry) to on-the-ground police 
force in the villages;
 More effective judicial proceedings. Reform of the judiciary would contribute to 

more effective sentences and discouragement of crime.

For EU decision-makers and institutions:

 Special targeting of Bulgaria’s Northwest (NUTS II Severozapaden region, BG11) 
under the EU’s regional programmes;
 More funds for temporary employment programmes in areas with compact Roma 

minority, to be administered by the Bulgarian government.

ON THE CONTROLLED/CORPORATE VOTE IN SOUTHWEST AND NORTHWEST BULGARIA

For Bulgarian decision-makers and institutions:

 Change of the electoral law towards more centralised ballot counting. Thus fraud in 
the precinct electoral committees will be prevented and there will be less incentives 
for control of the voting process;
 Improved investigation capabilities of law enforcement agencies. Planning for 

election day should start ahead and better coordination should exist between central 
and local authorities. New approaches for investigation such as employment of under-
cover agents will make work more effective and facilitate courts in their subsequent 
work;
 Cracking down on the grey economy in regional centres. This will prevent the parallel 

economic and state order and demolish dependency systems in Roma neighbourhoods 
where headmen and loan-sharks exert modern forms of servitude on ordinary families;
 More authority for the labour inspectorate. The striking absence of the General Labour 

Inspectorate Executive Agency from the process should be addressed immediately, 
with more authority granted for investigation of cases of forced voting.
 Introduction of better internal systems of control in public and private companies 

and the local administration. This will include large private companies with branches 
in regional centres and especially state-owned and municipality-owned companies. 
Measures should be even stricter in local administrations.

however representing a classic form of symbolic (undetected) violence. In both cases, the 
controlled vote is deeply connected with the economic security of individuals: it is both 
a source and manifestation of insecurity originating in the high levels of unemployment 
and poverty and the isolation of the rural regions and small towns researched (mostly in 
Northwest Bulgaria). This desperation to keep by all means one’s means of livelihood has 
made many of the people there vulnerable to pressure by employers. In other places, fear 
of exclusion from the community, psychological harassment, of losing a comfortable spot 
in the public administration or losing a procurement tender has been the driver behind 
succumbing to the pressure. An extreme case of dependency was seen in segregated 
Roma neighbourhoods in some settlements, where modern forms of servitude exist: in 
an informal economic setting (a parallel, grey economy), ‘employers’ (local headmen and 
loan-sharks) are in total control of their ‘employees’ (entire families running sporadic 
errands for them or taking high-interest loans from them). For most of the victims of 
the controlled vote, there is no clear-cut way to address the threat (excluding, of course, 
those who do not perceive it as such): the coping strategies include mere compliance, 
leaving town, and in only one case pursuing one’s rights in court. In this context, findings 
show that trust in institutions with regard to labour law and voting rights is extremely low 
among both experts and ordinary people.

Recommendations
Although conventional crime is not absent in big cities or in other parts of Bulgaria, it 
has become a grave human security threat in the Northwest due to a particularly vicious 
combination of factors, and needs immediate response from the relevant agencies and 
decision-makers. The controlled/corporate vote, despite providing some means of living for 
people in compact Roma neighbourhoods, constitutes direct economic and psychological 
violence over people in both private and public companies and the administration as well 
as contextual violence detrimental to the human rights of vulnerable groups as the Roma 
in the long term. In this light, and based on the research findings of IRIS (consultations 
with experts and interviews with the victims), the following recommendations can be 
made to address the two problems from individual, human perspective.

ON CONVENTIONAL CRIME IN NORTHWEST BULGARIA

For Bulgarian decision-makers and institutions:
 More focused policy for regional economic development in the Northwest. Central 

planning should involve less money for richer regions such as the capital Sofia and more 
funds for Vidin, Vratsa, Montana and Pleven and their surrounding rural areas. Priority 
funding for infrastructure projects in this part of the country in order to decrease its 
isolation;
 Introduction of temporary employment programmes. Priority should be given to 

villages with compact Roma population. Research has shown that crime conspicuously 
falls when programmes are being implemented;
 Renewed social efforts at integration of the Roma community. This will include 

desegregation of schools from early age. The number of schools can be reduced for 
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  Stealing parts of vital public infrastructure like power cables and railroads thus directly 
threatening human lives;
  Commit heavier crimes like rapes and murders usually when caught by owners during 
burglaries.

 There are numerous media reports describing such crimes, which are now part of 
everyday life. As a result, public opinion is predominantly ill disposed towards Roma 
people. The problem is especially acute in rural areas where this marginalized group is 
turning into an oppressor of another marginalized group – the elderly population. The 
common representatives of this group are retired couples or singles, living in small houses 
in villages populated by up to several hundred inhabitants. The usual source of income is 
their pensions, which are rather small. The average pension in Bulgaria at the end of 2013 
was 298 BGN which is equal to 152.36 EUR. They usually grow vegetables and fruits for 
own consumption in their yards, as well as limited number of livestock.
 In villages with large number of Roma population, these people become victims of 
severe crimes. They are robbed regularly, sometimes twice per week. Usually burglars 
steel livestock,7 agricultural production, equipment, copper, aluminum and steel tools 
and other household stuff from the houses and yards of the victims. In some cases they 
attack elderly people in their homes to steel their pensions. There are instances of elderly 
people being beaten, tortured and even killed when encountered in their homes by Roma 
burglars.8

 The failure of the state to guarantee personal security of these people becomes obvious 
when they hire private companies to guard their villages and homes.9 However, the 
efficacy of this remedy is questionable and is in no way sustainable. Furthermore in poorer 
villages, private guards are too expensive and unaffordable an option.

Research Findings
 The problem of conventional crime in Northwestern Bulgaria as a human security issue 
has been researched from two different perspectives: the experts’ view and local people’s 
experience. The experts’ discourse10 defines conventional crime as a product of ineffective 
policies. The baseline problem is the abdication of the state from its responsibilities in the 
security sector especially when private property is concerned. The absence of the state is 
even more evident in rural areas. The situation in the villages of the Northwest is defined 
as “dramatic”. Conventional crime in this area is an immediate risk to the human security. 
The violation of the local people’s property, health and lives takes “ugly and primitive 
forms”.

7. http://www.novinite.com/view_news.php?id=146413 
8.http://novanews.bg/news/view/2013/10/02/58973/плевенско-село-сковано-от-страх-заради-заподозрени-в-
убийства/?utm_source=index&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=hot 
h t t p : / / n o v a n e w s . b g / n e w s / v i e w / 2 0 13 / 12 / 10 / 6 3 7 8 6 / % D 1 % 8 1 % D 0 % B 5 % D 0 % B B % D 0 % B E -
%D0%B6%D0%B8%D0%B2%D0%B5%D0%B5-%D0%B2-%D1%81%D1%82%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%85/ 
9.http://btvnews.bg/article/bulgaria/regionalni-novini/vidinsko-selo-nae-chastna-ohrana-zaradi-kradtsi-s-koito-
politsiyata-ne-se-spravya.html 
10. Registered and analyzed by the team of Exacta Research Group – Sofia.

CONVENTIONAL CRIME IN NORTHWEST 
BULGARIA AS A RISK TO HUMAN 
SECURITY 
Executive Summary

Stoycho P. Stoychev 4

Researc h Context
The collapse of the communist regime in Bulgaria and the great social transformation 
that had to be done in the following years led to the emergence of new and previously 
unknown sources of risk to human security in the country. Unemployment was on the 
rise and significant part of the population experienced drops in income due to the 
restructuring of the economy, which led to the liquidation of many of the state-owned 
enterprises. People who used to live in a state of practically guaranteed employment by 
the government now had to compete on the labour market to make a living, and many 
failed. According to the labor market data of the National Statistical Institute (NSI), at the 
end of 2013 the level of unemployment was 12 percent, not counting the permanently 
unemployed people who do not look for a job at all and amount to approximately 190,000 
people or 12.8 percent of the economically inactive persons.5

 The situation however is much worse for the marginalized groups who do not possess 
the means for improving their situation and are abandoned by the state. Arguably, 
the most compact and homogenous marginalized group is the Roma population of 
the country (Vassilev 2007). This population is characterized by very high fertility rates 
resulting in families with 8 to 12 children, very low life expectancy rate, extreme poverty 
and miserable living conditions.6 A great part of these people are functionally and even 
formally illiterate, and those with decent education are very rare (Revenga et al. 2002; 
Stoychev 2007; Tomova 2009; Shuller 2009; Tomova 2011). The lack of qualification and 
the resulting lack of employment opportunities for these relatively young people who 
have to support their large families and who are largely abandoned by the state forces 
them to get involved in criminal activities. They take place in diverse forms and spaces, but 
some are:

  Domestic violence whose victims are primarily children;
  Forcing children to work or commit crimes like burglaries and pickpocketing;
  Forcing children to beg for money in the street or to prostitute;
  Committing burglaries of private and public property;

4. Stoycho P. Stoychev is Associate Professor of Political Science at Sofia University “Sv. Kliment Ohridski” and lead 
researcher for Bulgaria in the Citizens’ Network for Peace, Reconciliation and Human Security project.
5. NSI 2013. Monitoring of the Labor Force (third quarter of 2013) www.nsi.bg
6.  http://www.dw.de/millions-dont-help-roma-integration-in-bulgaria/a-16691459 
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involved in organized criminal activities (trafficking, contraband, prostitution, tax fraud) 
– generally acting against the interests of the state rather than concrete individuals. In 
those settlements elders live relatively calmly; yet there is still workplace and community 
violence because organized crime needs political protection, which comes at the cost 
of controlled voting. The case with Archar is similar. Burglaries are rare because there 
are more profitable activities like illegal excavation of archeological heritage and illegal 
logging.
 In the hinterland, young, unskilled and unemployed people who are primarily Roma 
have no chance to get involved into serious criminal businesses. They cannot find a 
place neither in the formal, nor in the informal economy because there is practically no 
economy apart from the small private farms of the elderly Bulgarian people producing 
goods for individual noncommercial consumption. Burglaries there are a critical risk to 
human security because both victims and perpetrators are striving for their physical 
survival. Therefore the Northwest turns out to be not only poor but a dangerous place, in 
terms of human security, as well.
 Unfortunately there are still no workable solutions. Institutions have largely abandoned 
those people, and they look for alternative guarantors of security in mafia-like structures 
where either public or private institutions cooperate with community leaders and create 
parallel regulation at its own cost. In some of the settlements even such options do not 
exist and people change their way of living in expectation of death.
 The solution of the problem is not a normative one. As the empirical evidence shows, 
Bulgaria is not among the most law-abiding nations. The remedy is in improvement of the 
socioeconomic conditions, enhancing the law-enforcement institutions and practices and 
investment in education and qualification. These recommendations may be too general 
and refer to the country as a whole, but they are the necessary preconditions for any 
other fine-tuned solution.

Policy Recommendations
From policy perspective there two general approaches toward this conventional crime 
in the Northwest. The more liberal approach is strengthening of law-enforcement in the 
region by several interrelated measures:

 Amendments in the Penal Code that empower prosecutors to raise charges against 
burglars even if the stolen property is of low monetary value, but of high value to its 
owner given her/his income;
 Provisions for fast processing against plunderers in villages where plunders are a 

frequent, socially dangerous practice;
 More efficient use of operational data by the gendarmerie for identification and 

detention of the core perpetrators of conventional crime in the affected villages;
 More frequent specialized operations of the police for crime prevention in the 

hinterland villages.

These measures would incur no additional budget costs. They will lead to higher confidence 
in the police and other law-enforcing institutions, higher respect towards the law and 
consequently lower crime rates. 

 Although previous research conducted by the experts participating in the discussion 
shows that Sofia is the most victimized city in the country regarding conventional crime, 
the issue is much more acute in the small villages because it is definitely more visible, 
frequent and tormenting social phenomenon making people feel largely insecure and 
unprotected. Conventional crime in Northwest Bulgaria is “with no exaggeration the 
greatest risk to the health and lives of elderly people, who are its main victims. This type 
of crime leads to a shift in their living stereotypes: they lock themselves in their homes, 
build new fences, sleep with their cell phones at hand etc.” In the settlements where 
crime levels are especially high, those who can leave their homes and look for salvation in 
other parts of the country do so, mainly in towns where they have relatives. Still, most of 
the people who still live there, have no such option.
 The typically committed crimes are “larceny of private property, livestock, agricultural 
production and everything which is in the field and is good for stealing.” The experts 
agreed that conventional crime levels in Northwest Bulgaria are higher than the average 
for the country. Moreover the “police data are substantially inaccurate and the real 
number of crimes is drastically higher than the registered by the police”. Usually people 
cannot travel to the nearest police station due to financial or health constraints, but what 
is more important, “more and more people are afraid to report crimes committed against 
them to the police, or find it useless and fruitless to do so”. Even if reported, burglaries 
are frequently not filed by the prosecution office because the damage is evaluated as 
negligible (under 100 Euro). Yet, this ‘negligible’ property is everything the victims usually 
have, therefore the damage for them is indeed significant. Experts provided examples for 
court cases with undoubted evidence produced that ended without effective sentence 
for the perpetrators. This discourages victims to file their cases and to pursue justice 
through the law enforcement agencies. However, “when there is physical violence most 
of the crimes are registered because they result in serious injuries or even death”.

Conclusions
 The factors for the unenviable position of the Northwestern region of Bulgaria are 
mainly economic. The local economy did not manage to adapt to the market and the new 
economic infrastructures that emerged after 1989. The settlements in the region were 
largely abandoned by their active and capable people who had the potential to change 
the situation. The resulting demographic processes led to deep structural problems that do 
not bode clear future. The population features two outstanding vulnerable groups: elders 
who have left the labor market and relatively young Roma without skills and qualification. 
Both groups do not contribute to real economic output but rely primarily on the social 
system of the state.
 This unpleasant situation creates an environment of great human insecurity. In remote 
villages of the hinterland jobless Roma plunder the property of elderly Bulgarians, resulting 
in ethnic tensions, distrust and constant fear – for the present day rather than the future. 
The institutions do not interfere either because they are incapable of providing workable 
solution or because they are heavily corrupted and provide political patronage to the 
burglars in exchange for votes. 
The acuteness of the risk varies across settlements. In villages located close to the district 
centers like Bukovlak and Novoseltsi, burglaries are limited because jobless people get 
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THE CONNECTION BETWEEN CONTROLLED 
VOTING AND ECONOMIC DEPENDENCY ON 
EMPLOYERS: HUMAN SECURITY RISKS

Executive Summary

Vanya Kashukeeva-Nusheva 11

 The present analysis is the result of a research effort implemented using semi-structured 
interviews with guiding questions. It was conducted in the period 23 March – 14 April 
2014 in 5 settlements: Vidin [Northwest Bulgaria]; Bobov Dol and Dupnitsa [Southwest 
Bulgaria]; and Slavyanovo and Bukovlak [Pleven region in North-Northwest Bulgaria]. The 
choice of towns and villages was made on the basis of monitoring reports of officially 
registered election observers, containing evidence of systematic violations of citizens’ 
electoral rights by employers and by individuals on which some voters are economically 
dependent.
 In the research process, 15 respondents were interviewed who had become the 
object of pressure by employers when exercising their electoral rights. In light of the 
research problem defined – human security risks arising from economic dependency on 
employers when exercising one’s voting rights (leading to the so-called ‘controlled vote’) 
– representatives of five vulnerable groups were interviewed: 1) employees in private 
companies; 2) employees in public (state or municipal) companies; 3) employees of the 
local administration; 4) officially unemployed individuals (they obviously have no status of 
employed persons but are nevertheless in a permanent state of dependency on ‘employers’ 
in the grey and criminal sector of the economy; 5) individuals benefiting from temporary 
employment programmes. The latter two categories are included in the study because 
over the last several years their number is growing and they are the segment exposed 
to the most serious human security risks on personal level, suggesting a considerable 
disruptive potential vis-ђ-vis the communities they are part of and the democratic order 
in society as a whole.

In summarising the study’s results, assessments of research team members 
working on the ground were also taken into consideration. Their immediate observations, 
evaluations and experiences in confronting the phenomena of the ‘controlled vote’ and 
‘vote-buying’ were of particular importance in dissecting the research problem. In order 
to reveal the pressure mechanisms on employees exercising their electoral rights by 
employers, information is needed about the actions of individuals perpetrating crimes 
against he basic political rights of voters.  These crimes are the object of legislation under 
the Criminal Code, where penalties are envisaged for both parties – the enforcers of 
influence (buyers of votes) and the objects (the individuals selling their vote). In addition, 

11. Vanya Kashukeeva-Nusheva is a PhD candidate in Political Science at St Cyril and St. Methodius University of 
Veliko Tarnovo and main expert on the problem of controlled voting in Bulgaria in the Citizens’ Network for Peace, 
Reconciliation and Human Security project.

The social approach includes measures such as:

 Wider access to better social programs for the Roma population;
 Providing municipal land to landless Roma people free of charge for a set period of 

time with an option for extension of the contract;
 Providing better options for qualification;
 Creation of more jobs for the low-qualified population in these regions through 

preferential taxation and monetary stimuli for the employers.

The second approach will engage significant financial resources and could not be limited 
to the Northwest only but requires comprehensive social and integration policies of the 
state. Therefore it is rather a long-term option that requires deeper assessment and public 
discussion.
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and existing dependencies on local level between the businesses and the authorities.

 The other essential problem which is a cause of highly critical attitude of the citizens 
is red tape in the work of institutions. Rules of conduct are often used as a pretext for 
not taking concrete action to address violations. This problem is also reinforced by cases 
of insufficient support of the institutional management for public servants performing 
their work duties, as well as by the politically motivated purges in the law enforcement 
institutions and internal supervisory structures.

 3. The fear of losing one’s job is provoked by the lack of perspectives for finding a 
new one and the loss of income on which the livelihood of the individuals and their 
family depend. The inadequate economy and high unemployment in entire regions of the 
country are the basic factor for people succumbing to the pressure of employers when 
exercising their electoral rights.

 To this should be added the fear of psychological pressure and harassment by the 
employer and other managers at work, by representatives of the institutions with whom 
the employer is in close contact, and by representatives of the local community of which 
individuals are members.

Recommendations for measures for limiting the pressure on employees in 
exercising their voting rights

 The measures needed for reducing the pressure on employees and economically 
dependent individuals, increasing the personal security and guaranteeing the free exercise 
of citizens’ electoral rights should be in the following areas:

 1. On the lack of effective investigation by law-enforcement institutions and effective 
sentences for violation of citizens’ electoral rights (including controlled vote and vote-
buying): A new approach is necessary for the organisation of work of investigating agencies 
on local and national level, where investigation activities are planned and carried out not 
only on election day but with the outset of the election campaign. The nature of the 
identified violations of citizens’ electoral rights suggests new investigation approaches 
which comprise investigating tools allowing the documentation of crimes and the effective 
use of evidence in the subsequent court trials. One of the big problems confronting 
investigation at local level is the existing ties and close contacts among political leaders, 
community leaders and chiefs of the investigating institutions. In order to neutralise this 
factor, a new approach is needed where key investigations are made under the aegis and 
supervision of regional and central structures of law-enforcement institutions.

 2. In the long term, law-enforcement institutions should focus on confronting the ‘grey’ 
(informal) and ‘black’ (illegal) segments of the economy, especially in the neighbourhoods 
with compact Roma population. Priority should be given to the criminal economy – 
illegal trade in goods (cigarettes), usury and narcotics distribution. Apart from being 
the biggest source of financing of vote-buying, this money creates a parallel economic 
reality, ensnaring an increasing number of people in unregulated ‘employer-employee’ 
relationships and in dependencies that contradict basic principles of the contemporary 
democratic state and free market economy.    

 3. On pressure in private firms: Supervisory institutions should carry out systematic 
inspections on whether salaries, food money, etc. are regularly paid to employees, what 

in most of the cases the employees who are the object of pressure from their employers 
are not in a position to oppose it due to a risk of losing their jobs and income. This affects 
negatively the predisposition of these citizens to reveal all the details about the concrete 
pressure they have experienced.

Because of this, for the purpose of conducting a thorough and impartial analysis of 
this aspect of human security, it was necessary to also rely on the input of people who are 
acquainted with the basic mechanisms for pressure but are at the same time at a critical 
distance from the phenomena of the ‘controlled vote’ and ‘vote-buying.’ To this end, 
data and analyses were used of pollsters, social workers and journalists working on the 
local level and aware of the common context behind the investigated problem.

Key conclusions and recommendations 
for containing controlled voting and 
the risks associated with economic 
dependency on employers

Key conclusions

THE RESEARCH RESULTS POINT TO THE FOLLOWING CONCLUSIONS:

 1. Employers’ pressure on employees during elections represents a serious risk for the 
personal security of people living in areas with high unemployment and a practically 
non-functioning economy. The key factors defining this risk are not linked only to the 
fundamental political rights of citizens: the main reason behind these factors’ intensity lies 
in the danger of losing income on which the physical survival of the concrete individual 
depends, as well as the survival of his or her family.

 Although the immediate threat arising from this problem cannot be compared to the 
risk associated with crime (when the threat to life and health is direct), the human security 
problem of controlled voting has clearly discernible impact on the life of individuals and 
their families.

 In addition, it is important to note that the intensity of the risk of employers’ pressure 
on employees on how to exercise their voting rights is not permanent – it rises periodically 
given the periodical nature of elections. Nevertheless, it should not be neglected, as most 
of the observers have qualified it as an acute problem. The citizens, too, are aware that 
the controlled vote is a direct infringement on essential rights and freedoms which have 
defined the process of democratisation in Bulgarian society over the last 25 years.

 2. Citizens’ assessments of the functioning of institutions, based on immediate 
impressions from their work, are strongly negative. The citizens’ opinions in some locations 
are explicit: the state is practically absent; the institutions (state or municipal) do not 
operate in accordance with the principles of the rule of law and equality of citizens before 
the law – priority is given to the principles of ‘the strong of the day,’ of personal contacts 
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the working conditions are etc. In the pre-election period, these checks should be carried 
out by supervisory teams on national and regional level, so that the interconnectedness on 
local level is circumvented.

 4. On pressure on employees in public companies: Measures are needed on the part 
of the national management of state companies directed at regional managers. In most 
state firms, regional managers work practically unsupervised by the national management. 
The lack of supervision leads to a highhandedness among regional directors expressed in 
attempts at harassment at the workplace: it aims to push employees towards ‘voluntary’ 
resignation in order for people who are close to the director to be appointed at the 
vacated posts, as well as towards voting for a certain party or candidate, suggested by 
the director. In the regions with high unemployment rate, various tools of pressure are 
applied without any consequences for the regional management. In this light, what is 
needed is the establishment of effective whistleblowing channels where signals would 
be reviewed by supervisory teams reporting to the national managements of companies, 
which could then impose penalties based on the signals. 

 5. On pressure on employees in municipal companies and the local administration: 
Mechanisms should be established for whistleblowing, inspection and penalty of managers 
who abuse their positions and pressure workers and administrators when exercising 
their electoral rights. Given the direct dependence of managers on the mayor, these 
mechanisms should be put in place by the local parliaments (municipal councils) as bodies 
of self-government by definition imbued with political pluralism and enforced by the local 
parliament or a specially designed commission (ethical, supervisory, etc.) within the local 
parliament.

 6. On control over inhabitants of segregated Roma neighbourhoods by usurers and 
‘employers’ in the grey sector: Joint inspections should be made by representatives of 
the social services and the police which will identify whether people are in possession of 
their own debit cards, given to them in order to receive social benefits. In order to curb 
at least in part the economic dependency of these citizens on usurers, state institutions 
should periodically carry out inspections who operates with the debit cards and who is in 
possession of them – the people to whose name they were issued or the local usurers. 
In case the debit cards are not with their legal owners, they should be blocked and new 
cards should be issued.

 7. In order to limit the chances for control over voters on election day, measures 
should focus on: 1) regarding the investigation of signals for controlled vote, urgent 
communication to the prosecutor’s office and the police with a copy to the national 
operational headquarters of these institutions in Sofia; 2) establishment of polling stations 
outside of compact Roma neighbourhoods and their inclusion in bigger polling stations 
where it will be more difficult to trace whether voters cast their ballots in compliance with 
instructions; 3) setting up of bigger polling stations where control is harder to impose; 4) 
setting up of regional vote-counting centres where ballots would be counted in bulk and 
no tracing and control is possible on how the citizens voted.


