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Youth Find Political Outlet outside the 
Democratic System 

 

Heather Hammel!! 

 
According to twenty-six-year-old Luká" Linhart, politicians in the Czech 
Republic are like the mafia: everyone has dirt on someone and no one plays 
according to the rules of government. Yet he has strong convictions about 
democracy: “I participate in every election so I cannot complain about the 
result,” he said. Linhart votes because he is concerned that democracy will fail 
if people do not. While this is an age-old thought in a democratic state, Czech 
youth still have something to complain about.  

 

In the Czech Republic, youth (defined as the age group 18-30) voter turnout rates 

are lower than the average turnout rate, as are youth turnout rates across Europe, 

according to Voter Turnout since 1945, a global report by International IDEA, 

Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance. The report held general voter 

turnout in the Czech Republic’s national parliamentary elections at 62.6 percent. In 

another study in 2004, Comparing Young Voters’ Political Engagement in the 

United States and Europe, youth turnout in the Czech Republic in the national 

elections was recorded at 57.9 percent. While the difference in percentages is not 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!! (&$)*&+! ($,,&-! .)/01&.! 2+&34*! $30! #5-1)14.! $)! #+134&)53! 6317&+.1)89! :*&! 1.! $! -$85/)! &01)5+! $)!!"#$ %&'()$
*+',-#./,'&,!$30! 1.! $-.5! $! ;+&&-$34&! 453)+1</)5+! )5! .&7&+$-! 53-13&! =/<-14$)153.9! :*&! *$.! $! <1>,53)*-8! 45-/,3!
13!*//+$!&0.#$1&2&3',#$4&,$5+&,-'0-/!$30!*&+!?5+@!*$.!<&&3!;&$)/+&0!13!6'7'($8&.0!$30!9#$:#0.$/;$*&+'0A!$,53%!
5)*&+!<-5%.9!B001)153$--8A!.*&!*$.!&C=&+1&34&!?5+@13%!$)!.&7&+$-!353>%57&+3,&3)$-!5+%$31D$)153.!13!)*&!*/,$3!
+1%*).!.&4)5+A!35)$<-8!E&%$41&.!5;!F$+!$30!2GBHBIA!13!F$.*13%)53!JH!$30!#$+1.9!



PEOPLE VS POWER / TNP SUMMER 2011 
!

'K! #$%&!

!

huge — the gap in many other countries is indeed much wider — Czech youth, even 

after so little time participating in the system, display a complete lack of faith in 

Czech democratic functions even when they do show up at the polls.   

Additionally, low voter turnout is combined with general mistrust and 

disappointment in the democratic system, so early on in its development. It is not 

simply that youth feel that their vote is useless or that they are uninterested in 

politics, but that the perception of corruption in the system is so widespread that it 

has become normal to forgo voting due to lack of desirable choices on the ballot. 

While many youth interviewed stressed the importance of voting, they are so 

generally wary of the government that they see little reason to vote for politicians 

whom they see lying at the root of many of the Czech Republic’s current financial 

and social problems.  

Despite efforts by political organizations and private individuals to provide 

incentives for youth to show up at the polls, turnout numbers do not appear to be 

changing. Eurostat, the European Commission site of statistics, predicts a substantial 

decrease in European youth turnout of 24.3 percent (for 15-24 year-olds) alongside a 

substantial increase in turnout of 44.9 percent by the 65-79 age group by the year 

2050, according to the Council of Europe Parliamentary Assembly. The fear is that 

youth will be marginalized as populations age and they are outnumbered, and as the 

focus shifts to topics such as pension reform, that are more immediately relevant to 

the older generations.  

Yet the problem does not lie with a lack of proper incentives to vote; even those that 

do routinely vote express feelings of discouragement with the lack of progress. 

Twenty-six-year-old Filip Rej" said that while he always votes in the Czech 

parliamentary elections, lately it seems there are never any good choices. Twenty-

five-year-old Martin Koní"ek expressed a similar view, saying that he wants “a 

responsible government… [but] on the other hand every party seems corrupt.” The 



PEOPLE VS POWER / TNP SUMMER 2011 
!

'L! #$%&!

!

feeling that the government is out of touch with youth needs is clearly demonstrated 

in the debate over pension reform, which, as in other European countries, comes at a 

time of economic crisis which predicts that there will be little money left for the 

younger generation at retirement.   

The issue of economic stability is particularly important for youth in their mid-20s, 

many of whom have recently joined the work force. The fear among the younger 

generation is that they will be forced to make the economic sacrifices for the older 

generations. Many blame government corruption and express disappointment with 

the current reform plans, saying that they will only worsen the problem and deplete 

the money supply. “If so much money wasn’t stolen every day we wouldn’t have to 

care about any reform,” Linhart said. He believes corruption is at the root of 

economic problems, and is what will prompt youth to turn up at the polls.  

Others are not so sure. “Hypothetically if more young people participated in politics, 

there could be the non-corrupt ‘new wave,’” Koní"ek said. “But I don’t know 

anyone who would ever consider participating in politics. The corruption and overall 

‘dirtiness’ is just a high barrier.”  

Koní"ek recalled going to two Model UN conferences in Sardinia and Switzerland 

when he was 16, and remarked that “we were 16 and we were already corrupt.” He 

said that it appears politicians are in government “to win,” much like the teenagers 

who engaged in power games over lunch to make sure their country came out on top 

of the Model UN conference. But, he added, “most people [he knows] understand 

that they need to vote and really vote” despite their frustrations with the system. 

However, there is a gap between understanding that one ought to vote, and actually 

voting. Many, like Koní"ek, know they should vote in order to keep the democratic 

system functioning, but said they have missed past elections due to other 

commitments. The motivation to vote needs to come from a desire to be involved in 
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political decision-making that extends past a simple feeling of obligation towards 

democratic expression.  

 

Reforming the Economy 

Much of the frustration stems from a feeling that the government is detached from, 

and mostly responsible for, the country’s economic situation. Some say that the 

economic crisis could actually point the younger generation away from participation 

in the democratic system, discouraged by the leading party’s lack of commitment to 

the working class. “Living is getting more expensive,” said 27-year-old Romana 

Madronová. “I supported the leading party [the Civic Democrats-ODS] but I am 

very disappointed…[they] have absolutely no idea about the ‘real’ wages ‘ordinary’ 

people earn.” Madronová said that the economic crisis has made her “desperate,” yet 

for the moment she is employed as a tax consultant.  

The current recession, increased resentment of economic ties to the EU and fear that 

the cost of pension reform will fall on their shoulders have forced many youth to 

have an opinion in the political discussion. Whether this will lead to more showing 

up at the polls lies in politicians convincing them that, once in power, they will not 

continue the cycle of disappointment.  

Pension reform has become a discussion point for the Czech youth, many of whom 

believe it is not actually a reform, but simply a plan to raise taxes,  which will oblige 

them to pay for the future of the older generation and continue to run the state 

pension program into the ground. Many said they have accepted that there will be no 

pension plans once they reach retirement age and they will have to fend for 

themselves: “My generation must save money for pension now or start in the near 

future,” said 25-year-old Daniel Dohnal, who added that he votes whenever he can. 
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Youth React to Pension Reforms 

On 13 July, lawmakers approved the initial plan for pension reform, with final 

parliamentary approval by Prime Minister Petr Ne"as’ three-party coalition 

government expected in August; however, the bills will likely be stopped in the 

leftist-controlled Senate. The proposed reforms include a 20 percent VAT tax on all 

goods and services, doubling the current VAT rate, according to the Centre for 

Eastern Studies. The reforms would allow an individual to choose between the 

current state-guaranteed system or opt to contribute three percent of their 28 percent 

social insurance tax towards a private account with a supplement of two percent of 

their own income. The problems arise with the argument that the new option is only 

feasible to a small part of the Czech population making significantly above the 

national average, while raising the prices of many commercial goods.  

Reform, however, is necessary as the ratio of pensioners to workers is expected to 

double in the next 50 years, according to EurActiv, a news-reporting site on 

European policy. Unless the bulk of the older generations opt for the partially 

privatized option, this burden will fall on the younger generation, which is neither 

numerous enough nor making enough money to support the system. Czech youth 

followed up the large-scale labor union protests in May and June with a smaller 

protest of their own — on 15 June, the day before the transportation strike, they 

participated in a protest, taking over the last metro out of town. Labor unions, 

students and young workers argue that the reforms put most of the pressure on 

people who cannot afford to pay.  

In 2009, the Czech Statistical Office reported the 20-29 age group to have the 

highest level of unemployment, with 104,300 people unemployed, compared to 

64,700 in the 40-49 age group and 70,000 in the 50-59 age group. Combined with 

the prediction of a dramatic decrease in population size, largely due to the aging 
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population, between 2010 and 2050, according to the study Population Development 

in the Czech Republic 1990-2002, a pension system relying heavily on taxing the 

living standards of the underemployed is not likely to function for long.  

“People should understand that when our generation will be in retirement, there will 

simply not be enough workforce to make it work,” Koní"ek said. “We have to save 

money now so that we have something to live from when we are 60.” He said he is 

not in favor of a leftist government that uses borrowed money to buy votes. Twenty-

year old Eva Dostalová agreed that a right-leaning government was more likely to 

help the Czech economy, saying that “increased youth participation in elections will 

result in increasing popularity for the right-wing party,” though she acknowledges 

that, for the moment, many “young people are not interested in voting unless they 

are forced to by their parents.”  

 

Youth Voting Trends 

George Hays II, Ph.D., pedagogical assistant at Charles University, and professor at 

Anglo American University where he concentrates on East Central European and 

American politics, expanded on the increased popularity of the right-wing, saying 

that “there is a significant swing to the political right among the youth” and  linked it 

to a swing away from the right to left trend in the post World War II years. The 

trend follows in line with a desire for the government to exercise fiscal conservatism 

in light of dwindling funds and the bleak economy. Many youth interviewed 

expressed the idea that increased youth voting would lead to an increase in 

popularity of the right-wing and fiscal conservatism. However, that is not to say that 

the leftists have lost influence; rather the leftist campaigns that appeal to the younger 

generation have become more issue-specific.  
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Juraj Draxler, a professor in the Department of International and Economic 

Relations at the University of New York in Prague who has written several papers 

on European pension reform in the past few years, noted that there has been “a rise 

in radical environmentalist, anti-capitalist and counter-culture groups” in addition to 

a lot of questioning of how democratic the current system really is.  

In light of the predictions that youth will trend towards the right-wing, it is 

interesting to note that the older generations are trending in the other direction. 

Ludek Adam, who is 67 years old, retired, and has been voting since 1989, said that 

he used to be clearly right-wing but “after deep disappointment I tend toward leftist 

now.” He added that the proposed pension reforms, which he does not support, will 

“tragically influence future generations.”  

 

Past Affects Future 

According to P#emysl Ros$lek, Ph.D. in the Department of Political Science and 

International Relations at the University of West Bohemia in Pilsen, “trust in politics 

is low in general” but youth in particular take democracy for granted. “Older 

generations perceive democracy as a gift, but, both pre- and after-communism 

generations are skeptical towards the development of democracy.” He added that 

democracy in the Czech Republic “is not as much freedom as corruption.” As the 

younger generation does not remember times when certain items were not available 

in stores or waiting in long lines, they are less likely to see democracy as anything 

special, he said. Yet youth are also keenly aware of problems within the Czech 

democracy and many feel their wishes are not reflected by their votes.  

Disenchantment with the results of democracy in the Czech Republic is not 

constrained by age group — both older and younger generations expressed 

frustration with corruption and current policy debates. Hays said that 
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disenchantment among older generations likely stems from “having not really 

known what democracy and capitalism were like beforehand, the reality of such 

systems is not the embodiment of the paradise so many [who lived under 

communism] had imagined.” Disappointment with a system of government they 

expected could solve all problems is a common trend among some older Czechs.  

While it might seem ironic that comparing the present democracy to past 

communism could evoke feelings of being let down by democracy, it is an idea that 

is on the minds of some of the older generation. “Nostalgia for the ‘stability’ and 

‘equality’ of Communist times, in terms of economic standing, is a persistent trend 

among some of the older generations,” Linhart continued. Voter apathy is very 

similar across all age groups in the Czech Republic; the difference is rather the 

reasons behind the apathy, said Hays. While the older generations are likely 

disappointed by the realities of democracy, younger voters tend to see the 

“corruption and unresponsiveness of the system.” Meanwhile, growing voter apathy 

is a result of the system failing 

to be flexible to the changing 

needs of the people.  

 

Outside the System 

Disappointment with the 

coalition government that many 

believed would address the 

economic issues facing the 

country has led some, youth in 

particular, to look outside of 

established government. :)&341-!$+)9!J&+171)17&9!H+&$)17&!H5,,53.!B))+1</)153!"9N!
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Draxler argues that while “young or old, Czech voters in general do not question 

democracy or fear that it might be lost, they are concerned about the effectiveness of 

the current political system.” He said that the younger generation seems to question 

the political party systems more and appears to be searching for alternative means of 

political expression, be it through streets protests, such as the reaction to the 

transportation union strike, or specific campaigns, such as the green and 

environmental movements.  

The youth movement does exist in the Czech Republic, just not in the way it would 

traditionally materialize. Ji#í Ka!n%, Ph.D., professor at the Anglo-American 

University, said that while he has not noticed an increase in resignation towards the 

democratic system, he has seen an “increase of non-relying on the national 

government but getting involved in local communities.” Much of youth involvement 

in politics can now be seen online instead of through the mainstream political 

system.    

Draxler said that while he has not seen a lot of interest among youth in the pension 

reform debate — it being more of an issue between the government, the media and 

those people over 50 who are not far from retirement — he has seen a lot of conflict 

between generations. A prime example came in the form of a Facebook group 

expressing strong hatred against pensioners, which currently has 370,000 members, 

part of a campaign against the elderly. “Unfortunately, the current pension debate 

does not help inter-generational peace, as it generally portrays the elderly as a net 

cost to society,” he said.  

Youth “see there is no way to ‘win,’” Hays said, while acute concerns for the future 

should prompt the older generations into voting. The younger generations “will have 

to pay without any likelihood of receiving benefit.” Meanwhile, it appears that many 

youth are quietly accepting that they will not have pensions in the future. Many say 

that they do not know many friends, at least in Prague, who are unemployed. And so 
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the idea of setting money aside to fund their own pensions, while certainly not ideal, 

does not seem infeasible.  

Ros$lek expressed much of the same sentiment when he said that the protests 

supported by youth seen in other European countries, such as the Spanish 15 May 

Movement and the demonstrations in Greece, “are not possible in the Czech 

Republic.” He said that “better social welfare standards” and the positive vision of 

still finding jobs after graduation prevent such a political movement among the 

Czech youth. For now, youth unemployment rates, while still very concerning, are 

not near what they are in other European countries where we have seen youth 

demonstrations. In 2009, Eurostat reported the Czech Republic’s youth 

unemployment rate at 12.2 percent, compared to 24.2 percent in Greece and 33.6 

percent in Spain. Overall, unemployment in the Czech Republic is significantly 

below the average unemployment in the European Union (6.5 percent to 9.4 percent) 

in 2011.  

The economic situation has not gotten bad enough to produce the frustration and 

tension that has culminated in demonstrations, sometimes violent, elsewhere. A 

strong desire for a change in government has not brought more youth to the polls, as 

Barack Obama’s “change”-centered campaign did in the United States. Rather the 

youth movement in the Czech Republic exists outside of the political system, and so 

it often goes unnoticed. The fact that even those that do vote do not believe in the 

democratic system is particularly troubling due to the short amount of time in which 

youth have lost faith. While many youth today are still voting, something must 

change within the system to allow for greater trust in the democratic process or 

further disengagement is inevitable.  
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