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THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC 

 

Under article 5 of the constitution, the President of the Republic embodies the authority of the 

state. In his role of arbitrator, the President ensures due respect of the constitution, the proper 

functioning of the public authorities and the continuity of the state. 

ARTICLE 5.  

The President of the Republic shall ensure due respect for the 

constitution. He shall ensure, by his arbitration, the proper 

functioning of the public authorities and the continuity of the 

state.  

He shall be the guarantor of national independence, territorial 

integrity and due respect for treaties. 

Article 8 of the constitution grants the President the right to appoint the Prime Minister, as well 

as the members of government. He also wields the power to terminate the duties of the members 

of government. 

ARTICLE 8.  

The President of the Republic shall appoint the Prime Minister. 

He shall terminate the appointment of the Prime Minister when 

the latter tenders the resignation of the government.  

On the recommendation of the Prime Minister, he shall appoint 

the other members of the government and terminate their 

appointments. 

The President is also Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces. The President holds the nuclear 

launch codes and the power to take all decisions relating to the deployment of nuclear weapons.   

Diplomacy is traditionally the concern of the President and his role is pre-eminent. Ambassadors 

are appointed by him in the Council of Ministers on the recommendation of the Foreign Minister, 

and accredited to the President.  

The President is elected for a five-year term of office, and may be re-elected once by direct 

universal suffrage.  

His salary is €19, 000 a month. 

Current French President Nicolas Sarkozy was elected on 6 May 2007, with his term starting 10 

days later. 
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A complete list of the French Presidents (in French): http://www.elysee.fr/president/la-

presidence/les-presidents-depuis-1848/histoire-des-presidents-de-la-republique/les-anciens-

presidents-de-la-republique.483.html 

Elections during the Fifth Republic (in French): http://www.elysee.fr/president/la-presidence/le-

president-de-la-republique/le-president-en-6-questions/le-president-en-6-questions.104.html 
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THE PRIME MINISTER 

 

The Prime Minister is appointed by the President of the Republic.  

As is stated in article 21 of the Constitution: 

ARTICLE 21.  

The Prime Minister shall direct the actions of the government. 

His primacy over other members of government is uncontested. Each minister has their own area 

of competence, as decreed by the Prime Minister.   

The Prime Minister proposes ministerial appointments to the President (article 8 of the 

constitution). It is the President who then agrees and makes the appointments by presidential 

decree. The President also terminates their appointments. 

The Prime Minister coordinates government action and arbitrates when conflicts arise between 

members of government. In practice, a government is only able to effectively operate with each 

member working in conformity with the policy and guidelines set by the Prime Minister. 

ARTICLE 20.  

The government shall determine and conduct the policy of the 

nation.  

It shall have at its disposal the civil service and the armed 

forces. 

The Prime Minister is the head of the French civil service. Subject to the President’s own powers, 

the Prime Minister holds all regulatory power: he is at the origin of many rules and regulations 

concerning all citizens. In practice, he will issue as many as 1,500 decrees in a year. 

Moreover, his signature (countersignature) is compulsory on a wide range of presidential decrees 

(article 19 of the constitution).  

The Prime Minister also oversees defence policy. Without prejudicing the President’s powers, he 

handles the overall management of the state’s defence programme, manages certain government 

operations/functions (organization and management of staff, armaments) and is accountable to 

parliament for all defence policy matters.  

The Prime Minister also participates in the legislative process by signing and presenting bills on 

behalf of the government. 

The Prime Minister’s salary is €22,249.31 a month. 

François Fillon has been Prime Minister of France since 16 May 2007. 
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THE MINISTER 

 

Ministers are members of government. They are appointed by the President of the Republic on 

the recommendation of the Prime Minister (article 8 of the constitution) and make up the Council 

of Ministers (roughly equivalent to the British Cabinet). Ministers are appointed to ministries, 

whose remits and titles may change from one government to another. 

The Council of Ministers generally meets once a week, on Wednesday mornings at the Elysée 

Palace. It is chaired by the President of the Republic. 

Ministers may also convene for interministerial committees, under the auspices of the Prime 

Minister. An interministerial committee brings together ministers, ministers delegate and 

ministers of state who are interested in a very specific issue. There is also a ‘standing committee’, 

an extra-legal entity, where some ministers are convened at the request of the President of the 

Republic to help prepare certain dossiers. 

Ministers receive a salary of €14,117 a month.  

There are various categories of minister. These are in hierarchical order: 

• Ministres d’Etat are appointed honorifically due to their significant political weight or 

leadership role within a party.   

• Ministers: since François Mitterrand’s presidency, all members of the Council of Ministers 

have had the legal status of ministers. 

• Ministers Delegate are ministers attached to the Prime Minister or to a senior minister. 

Depending on their decree of appointment, ministers delegate may be allowed to 

participate either in all Council of Ministers’ meetings or only in those where topics 

covered by their ministerial remit are discussed. 

• Ministers of State attached to the Prime Minister or a senior minister only participate in 

Council of Ministers’ meetings when topics covered by their remit are discussed. 
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THE FRENCH NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 

 

The French National Assembly is the lower chamber of the French parliament and represents 

French citizens at home and abroad.  

The French National Assembly comprises 577 members, known as deputies, who are elected for 

five-year terms.  Bernard Accoyer has been President of the National Assembly since 26 June 

2007. 

The National Assembly carries out two main functions:  passing laws and supervising government 

action. 

Scope of legislative activity 

The Assembly plays a vital role in drawing up legislation.  Alongside government and the Senate, it 

can propose bills.  Bills are passed with the help of the Senate.  Nevertheless, in cases where there 

is disagreement between the Assembly and Senate, it is the Assembly that has the final say. 

Supervision of government action 

Supervision without sanction:  

• Deputies may submit written or oral questions to the government (article 48 of the 

Constitution) 

• Assessment of public policies (article 24
1
) 

Supervision with sanction or calling the government to account:  

• The government can be called to account on the Prime Minister’s initiative (article 49 of 

the Constitution) 

o The Prime Minister, after deliberation by the Council of Ministers, may make the 

government’s programme or a general policy statement an issue of a vote of 

confidence before the National Assembly
2
. 

o The Prime Minister may, after deliberation by the Council of Ministers, make the 

passing of a Finance Bill or Social Security Financing Bill an issue of a vote of 

confidence before the National Assembly. In that event, the Bill shall be 

considered passed unless a resolution of no-confidence, presented within the 

subsequent twenty-four hours, is carried as provided for in the foregoing 

paragraph. In addition, the Prime Minister may use the said procedure for one 

other government or Private Members’ Bill per session. 

                                                 
1
 Parliament shall pass statutes. It shall monitor the action of the government. It shall assess public policies. 
2
 Article 49 “The Prime Minister, after deliberation by the Council of Ministers, may make the government’s 

programme or possibly a general policy statement an issue of a vote of confidence before the National 

Assembly”. 
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o Deputies can call the government to account with a motion of no confidence 

(article 49 paragraph 2
3
) 

For further information about the French National Assembly’s rules and regulations: 

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/connaissance/reglement.asp 

                                                 
3
 The National Assembly may call the government to account by passing a resolution of no-confidence. Such a 

resolution shall not be admissible unless it is signed by at least one tenth of the Members of the National 

Assembly. Voting may not take place within forty-eight hours after the resolution has been presented. Solely 

votes cast in favour of the no-confidence resolution shall be counted and the latter shall not be passed unless it 

secures a majority of the Members of the House. Except as provided for in the following paragraph, no Member 

shall sign more than three resolutions of no-confidence during a single ordinary session and no more than one 

during a single extraordinary session. 
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THE PRESIDENT OF THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 

 

The President of the National Assembly conducts oral proceedings and sets the Assembly’s 

agenda. The President of the National Assembly is the state’s fourth most senior person in official 

protocol, behind the President of the Republic, the Prime Minister and the President of the 

Senate. 

The President of the National Assembly is elected at the beginning of a legislative cycle for a fixed 

term of five years. The opening session of the cycle is conducted by the eldest member, who 

oversees the election of a President from the ranks of the deputies. The election is conducted by 

secret ballot in the chamber. To be elected, a candidate must gain an absolute majority in the first 

two ballots, or a relative majority in the third. In the event of no outright winner at the close of a 

third ballot, the oldest candidate is declared the winner. 

Since 26 June 2007, the President of the National Assembly has been Bernard Accoyer. He 

receives a salary of €14,270 a month. 

Powers vested in the President of the Assembly 

The President opens and closes sessions, chairs debates and enforces the rules and regulations of 

the Assembly. A President may be seconded in these functions by one of the Vice-Presidents. The 

President of the National Assembly also ensures correct procedures in the other activities of the 

Assembly. 

On occasions when Congress and the Haute Cour de Justice
4
 convene, it is the President of the 

National Assembly who presides. Congress is the union of Assembly and Senate for specific 

occasions: to revise the constitution, to hear a presidential statement, or to adopt bills to ratify 

accession of a state to the European Union. 

Powers shared with the President of the Senate 

The constitution states that the presidents of both houses must be consulted by the President of 

the Republic before he dissolves the National Assembly. Both presidents may also call on the 

Constitutional Council to assess the compatibility of an Act, treaty or agreement with the 

constitution or the legislative status of a private member’s bill or amendment. 

Since the revision of the constitution in July 2008, both presidents are able to submit for opinion 

to the “Conseil d’Etat”
5
, before examination by committee, a private member’s bill introduced by 

one of their members, except if that member raises objections (article 39). 

In accordance with other texts, each president appoints three members to the French 

broadcasting authority (CSA) and three members to the Constitutional Council, as well as deputies 

and other figures to a large number of regulatory bodies. They can bring matters before the 

Budget and Finance Disciplinary Court, the National Advisory Committee for Ethics or the Higher 

Council for the Audiovisual Sector, or refer a petition to the Defender of Rights.  

                                                 
4
 The Haute Cour de Justice  is a special court with jurisdiction, upon impeachment by parliament, to try the 

President of the Republic for high treason committed in the exercise of his office.  Its judges are elected by 

parliament from among its own members.  
5
 The French supreme administrative court 
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DEPUTIES 

 

Deputies are elected in a two-ballot uninominal majority (first-past-the-post) poll to represent 

constituencies. Each constituency must house a similar-sized population in order to respect the 

equality principle of the electoral code. 

The 2012 general election will take place in 577 constituencies, 566 of which are in France and 11 

of which will represent French citizens living abroad. 2012 will be the first time these 11 

constituencies are able to elect their own deputies. 

Deputies are vested with a national mandate, which means that each deputy, although elected to 

a single constituency, must represent the common interest of the nation as a whole.  

Deputies are free to decide how to exercise their mandate since they are not legally bound by any 

commitment: “any mandatory instructions are null and void” (Article 27 of the Constitution). This 

freedom of expression is safeguarded by parliamentary immunity. 

Deputies are elected for five years by direct universal suffrage under the uninominal majority poll 

system, with provisions for a second ballot if no candidate wins an absolute majority at the 

outcome of the first.   

Deputies have legislative powers and supervise government action. A deputy is required to 

belong to a standing committee to debate matters on the Assembly’s agenda. Any committee can 

propose a bill or changes, drafted in the form of amendments. If the text issued is not carried in 

identical terms in both assemblies, the National Assembly has the final say. 

A deputy receives a salary of €7,100 per month and receives a €15,000 stipend on top of that for 

job-related expenses and for paying the salaries of a maximum of five employees. 

Deputies may not combine their mandate with that of senator, MEP, President of the French 

Republic or member of government. 

Deputies may, however, exercise one of the following elective offices: regional councillor, general 

councillor, councillor on the Corsica Assembly, Paris councillor and mayor. 
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THE SENATE 

The Senate, which comprises 348 senators, is the higher chamber of the French parliament, 

representing French citizens at home and abroad. 

Its president since 1 October 2011 has been Jean-Pierre Bel. 

Along with the National Assembly, the Senate plays an important role in supervising government 

action and legislative activity. 

Scope of legislative activity 

The Senate draws up legislation with the government and the National Assembly, and passes it 

with the National Assembly. 

Nevertheless, in cases where there is disagreement between the Assembly and Senate, it is the 

Assembly that has the final say. 

Supervision of government action 

• Supervision without sanction: 

o Senators may submit written or oral questions to the government (article 48 of 

the constitution) 

o Assessment of public policies (article 24) 

• Only the National Assembly may call the government to account, on the initiative of the 

Prime Minister (article 49, paragraphs 1 and 3 of the constitution) or deputies, by means 

of a vote of no confidence (article 49, paragraph 2).  Under the same article, the Prime 

Minister has the right to ask the Senate for approval of a general policy statement. 

Representation of the territorial units 

Under article 24 of the constitution, the Senate has the specific task of ensuring the 

representation of the Republic’s territorial units. 

Consequently, it is the Senate’s responsibility firstly to examine bills “primarily dealing with the 

organization of territorial units” (article 39). 

The Senate’s internal rules and regulations can be found (in French) at: 

http://www.senat.fr/reglement/reglement_mono.html#toc40 
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THE PRESIDENT OF THE SENATE 

 

A President of the Senate is elected by fellow senators every three years, on the holding of 

elections to partially renew the house. The President of the Senate plays a fundamental role in 

the life of this institution.  

The President of the Senate earns €7,100 a month as a senator and an extra €7,270 as President.  

M. Jean-Pierre Bel was elected on 1 October 2011. 

Powers vested in the President of the Senate 

The President of the Senate organizes and chairs debates, oversees the security and proper 

functioning of the Senate and is also in charge of representing the Senate to all official bodies. 

Moreover, the President of the Senate shoulders important responsibilities in the running of 

public institutions: he guarantees the continuity of the state, assuming the role of President of the 

Republic if the latter is impeded from attending to his duties, resigns or passes away. He replaces 

the President at the Elysée Palace, but does not have the constitutional powers to dissolve the 

National Assembly or call a referendum. The interim lasts approximately 50 days, the time it takes 

to organize a new presidential election.  

The President of the Senate is third in the state’s hierarchy, coming after the President of the 

Republic and the Prime Minister, but before the President of the National Assembly. 

Powers shared with the President of the National Assembly 

The constitution states that the presidents of both houses must be consulted by the President of 

the Republic before he dissolves the National Assembly. Both presidents may also call on the 

Constitutional Council to assess the compatibility of an Act, treaty or agreement with the 

constitution or the legislative status of a private member’s bill or amendment. 

Since the revision of the constitution in July 2008, both presidents are able to submit for opinion 

to the “Conseil d’Etat”
6
, before examination by committee, a private member’s bill introduced by 

one of their members, except if that member raises objections (article 39). 

In accordance with other texts, each president appoints three members to the French 

broadcasting authority (CSA) and three members to the Constitutional Council, as well as deputies 

and other figures to a large number of regulatory bodies. They can bring matters before the 

Budget and Finance Disciplinary Court, the National Advisory Committee for Ethics or the Higher 

Council for the Audiovisual Sector, or refer a petition to the Defender of Rights. 

                                                 
6
 The French supreme administrative court 
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SENATORS 

 

Senators are elected by indirect universal suffrage for a six-year term. Elections are held to 

partially renew the Senate every three years.  

Senators represent both their constituency, the Nation and also French citizens abroad, who 

vote for their “senator representing the French abroad”. The Senate also benefits from a 

‘constitutional bonus’.  Bills regarding the organization of local and regional authorities are 

initially submitted to the Senate.  

The Senate passes the state budget and Acts, such as government or private members’ bills. 

A senator’s salary is €7,100 a month and a €13,700 stipend on top of that for job-related expenses 

and for paying the salaries of a maximum of five employees. 

Senators may not combine their mandate with that of deputy or President of the Republic. 

Senators, however, can exercise one of the following elective offices: regional councillor, general 

councillor, councillor on the Corsica Assembly, Paris councillor and mayor. 
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FUNDING OF POLITICAL PARTIES 

 

The funding of political parties has been regulated since 1988 (Act 88-227 of 11 March 1988).  

Before 1988 there was no regulation in place on the practice of private or public funding of 

political parties.  The Acts of 15 January 1990, 19 January 1995 and 11 April 2003 legislate for 

stricter transparency, set a ceiling on campaign expenditure and also include provisions that 

outlaw contributions by businesses. 

As such, only private individuals are allowed to make contributions: 

• These include party membership fees.  However, these are usually low and are 

insufficient to pay for operating costs; 

• Individual donations are restricted to €7,500 per person per year.  These are generally 

collected in the run-up to an election and are used to finance the exceptional costs of 

running a campaign.  Since 1995, businesses have not been allowed to make contributions 

of any kind. 

Since 2003, political parties have been granted public funding.  Each year, the national budget 

provides funding for political parties.  In 2009, the allocation totalled €75 million. 

Public funding is granted to political parties provided they achieve a minimum result in the 

general election (the candidate must score at least 1% of the vote in 50 constituencies). The 

funding is shared between qualifying parties in proportion firstly to their share of the vote, and 

secondly to their share of elected representatives. 

Funding is reduced if a party does not adhere to the principle of gender parity, which requires an 

equal number of male and female candidates. Campaign expenses are reimbursed if a party’s 

candidate achieves 5% of the vote in the first round of the presidential election. 

As with donations, campaign expenditure is tightly supervised and capped.  A financial officer 

must record all expenditure in a party’s campaign accounts, which must be certified by a 

chartered accountant and then forwarded to the National Campaign Accounts and Political 

Funding Commission for verification. 

To avoid cases of financial misappropriation, deputies are required to publish full accounts of 

their personal wealth, at the start of their mandate and again when it expires. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY 

 

From the Third to the Fifth Republic 

The role of President first appeared in France in 1848 with the creation of the Second Republic. 

The President was elected by universal adult male suffrage. However, because this electoral 

system allowed Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, the first President of the Republic, to stage a coup 

d’état, the 1875 constitutional Acts and the 1946 constitution decreed that the President of the 

Republic must henceforth be elected by the two houses of parliament meeting as the National 

Assembly under the Third Republic and as Parliament under the Fourth Republic. 

Charles de Gaulle, however, wished to enhance the legitimacy of the Head of State and make his 

selection less dependent on the parliamentary assemblies. It was these objectives that De Gaulle 

pursued with his 4 October 1958 constitution and had ratified by referendum.  At the end of the 

Algerian War in 1962, De Gaulle decided to legally enshrine the supremacy of the French 

President by revising the constitution to include the principle of electing the President by direct 

universal suffrage. 

From the seven-year to the five-year term of office 

Since the Third Republic, the President had traditionally been elected for a seven-year mandate. 

After a debate conducted over many years, the move to a five-year mandate was ratified by 

referendum in 2000. Since 2002, presidential elections have taken place every five years, in May. 

Why do general and presidential elections take place in the same 

year? 

With the French President dissolving the National Assembly in 1997, the mandate of the 

subsequently elected deputies came to an end in 2002, the year when the presidential elections 

were due to be organized. 

Since then, as a president and a deputy’s mandate are both of equal length (five years), the 

presidential and general elections occur in the same year. This was the case in 2007 and will also 

be in 2012. The general election is held after the presidential election. 
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THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN 

 

Who can vote? 

To vote a person must: 

• hold French nationality 

• be 18 years of age (in 1974 the minimum age was  reduced from 21)  

• enjoy civil and political rights 

• be on the electoral register: each local council keeps an up-to-date electoral register and 

these are finalized by the 31 December preceding the year of election. Exemptions are 

made for the following people if they fail to register before that date: 

o Young people who reach  the age of 18 between 1 January and election day 

o People who change address for professional reasons  

o Civil servants retiring after 1 January 

o Service personnel returning to civilian life after 1 January 

o People who acquire French citizenship after 1 January 

o People who have regained the right to vote after 1 January. 

Campaign funding for a presidential candidate 

There are two methods for funding an electoral campaign: 

• Public funding, as provided for by the 6 November 1962 institutional Act, revised in this 

respect by the 5 February 2001 and 5 April 2006 institutional Acts and by the 1988, 1990, 

and 1995 institutional Acts on party funding. 

• Private funding, drawn mostly from party funds but also private individuals. The ceiling 

for individual donations is set at €4,600; no amount equal to or greater than €150 may be 

paid in cash. Since 1995, donations from private businesses have been outlawed. 

Each candidate must abide by the following rules: 

Monitoring expenses 

Two specific items of expenditure are taken care of by the state: the printing of ballot papers and 

the printing of the candidate’s personal manifesto.  

Other types of expenditure are now limited in order to avoid abuses and inequalities in 

campaigns. Every three years the limit is revised. For the 2007 French presidential election, the 

limit was set at €16.6 million per candidate in the first round and €21.6 million per candidate in 
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the second round. French law requires each candidate to appoint a financial officer who will 

maintain campaign accounts. 

• The revised 1988 Act prohibits political advertising on television and radio. Only 

official party political broadcasts are authorized and they must adhere to the strict code 

of balance between candidates.  

• The 1990 Act prohibits telephone campaigning in the three months preceding the 

election.  

During these same three months, displaying posters for propaganda purposes and commercials in 

the press or broadcast media is strictly prohibited. Displaying posters is permitted only on 

selected billboards in the vicinity of a polling station. 

Monitoring income 

Each candidate must keep campaign accounts recording all income destined for his or her 

campaign for the year preceding the first day of the election month. Fundraising is the 

responsibility of the same financial officer in charge of expenses. 

These accounts, certified by a public accountant, detail all expenditure (with relevant receipts) 

and any income – e.g. from room hire, local newspapers and events. 

*** 

The checks are carried out by France’s National Campaign Accounts and Political Funding 

Committee. Campaign accounts must be submitted in the two months following a decisive round 

of the election. The committee has six months to approve, reject or revise the campaign accounts 

should any of the balances be incorrect. In the event of the committee rejecting a campaign 

account, the matter is referred to the Constitutional Council. 

Failure to comply with these rules can result in three types of penalties: 

• Financial penalties: the state can decide not to reimburse the refundable part of the 

campaign expenditure.  

• Criminal penalties: a fine and imprisonment for up to one year.  

• Electoral penalties: a candidate may be declared ineligible for one year for the post 

aspired to, except in the case of the presidential election, where this penalty does not 

apply. If an elected candidate appears to be ineligible, the election judge must declare his 

or her automatic resignation from office.  
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Who can be a candidate? 

 

Criteria: Procedures: 

French nationality 

The candidate must gather the 

signatures of 500 elected 

representatives from at least 30 

departments. This procedure is aimed at 

eliminating any frivolous candidacies. 

Registered voter status (which means 

being at least 18 years of age. Previously 

the age was set at 23, but this was 

changed in 2011) 

The candidate must provide a statement 

of his or her financial status to the 

Constitutional Council, thus ensuring 

greater transparency in political life. 

Must have completed the requirements 

of national service. 

Creation of campaign accounts, which 

must be submitted in the two months 

following the election. The legality of 

these accounts is then verified by the 

National Campaign Accounts and 

Political Funding Committee. 

Must demonstrate “moral dignity”, 

though this notion is not clearly defined 
 

Key campaign dates for 2012 

The deadline for declaring candidacies is 16 March 2012. 

The list of candidates is established by the Constitutional Council and published in the Journal 

officiel no later than the third Friday prior to the first round. 

Official campaigning is launched on the second Monday prior to the first round of the election 

and ends at midnight on the Friday before election day. It resumes on the day the Journal officiel 

publishes the names of the two remaining candidates and ends at midnight on the Friday before 

the second round. In total the official campaign lasts roughly 30 days. 

In 2012 the first round of the presidential election will be held on 22 April and the second round 

on 6 May. This means that official campaigning will begin on Monday, 9 April and end at 

midnight on Saturday, 21 April. It will resume on 27 April and end on Saturday, 5 May at 

midnight. 

The investiture of the French President is set for the 10
th

 day after the second round of the 

presidential election. The next investiture will be held on 16 May 2012. This date is crucial as it 
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marks the start of the new president’s term in office and the end of the outgoing president’s 

term. 

The Presidential election voting system 

 

ARTICLE 7.  

The President of the Republic shall be elected by an absolute 

majority of votes cast. If such a majority is not obtained on the 

first ballot, a second ballot shall take place on the fourteenth 

day thereafter. Only the two candidates polling the greatest 

number of votes in the first ballot, after any withdrawal of 

better placed candidates, may stand in the second ballot. 

In the first round, an absolute majority of all votes cast (i.e. more than 50%) is mandatory to win 

the election outright. If no candidate achieves this, all but the two candidates with the most votes 

are eliminated, and a second round of voting occurs.  

The second round of voting occurs on a Sunday, except in some parts of France’s overseas 

territories, where the second round may take place on the Saturday. 

The candidate who receives the most votes wins and is declared President of the Republic. 
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THE MEDIA AND THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

 

From 1 January 2012 until election day (22 April and 6 May 2012), television and radio 

broadcasters must comply with rules regulating the voice-time (speech) and total airtime (speech 

plus reports) accorded to candidates. The Conseil supérieur de l’audiovisuel (French broadcasting 

authority) set these rules in a recommendation published in the Journal officiel on 6 December 

2011. 

Three distinct periods in the presidential election are outlined: 

• From 1 January to the day before the publication of the official list of candidates (March), 

broadcasters must give a fair amount of airplay to any declared or presumed candidate 

(individuals whose candidacy is publicly endorsed). This is defined in particular on the 

basis of how representative the candidate is, which in turn is based on recent electoral 

results and opinion polls. 

• From the day of publication of the official list of candidates (March) to 8 April 2012, the 

voice-time and total airtime accorded to candidates must be based on a principle of 

equality. 

• From 9 April to 4 May at midnight (the official campaign dates), candidates must enjoy 

the same voice-time and total airtime. 

N.B. These regulations concern only broadcast media. 
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THE DAY OF THE VOTE 

 

Who runs a polling station? 

Polling stations are set up by prefectural decree on French soil and by embassies for French 

citizens voting abroad. A polling station is composed of: 

• The returning officer. He or she can be the mayor, a deputy mayor, a local councillor or a 

constituent designated by the mayor. In the returning officer’s absence, a replacement is 

appointed by the returning officer or, failing this, by the oldest polling station officer. The 

returning officer is also responsible for the policing of the polling station. The civilian and 

military authorities are at the returning officer’s disposal to prevent incidents and 

violence during the ballot. 

• At least two polling officers, designated by the different candidates, who are drawn 

from the local constituency (art. R.44 of the Electoral Code). Each candidate or list may 

designate only one officer. If fewer than two assessors are nominated, a replacement is 

chosen from the local councillors or from the constituents present (e.g. if one officer is 

missing, the oldest voter is chosen, and if two officers are missing the youngest and oldest 

voters are chosen). They are responsible for signing in voters on the attendance list and 

stamping polling cards. 

• A secretary must also be designated from among the districts’ constituents. He or she can 

play an advisory role in any decisions taken by the polling station and takes minutes. 

Moreover, any candidate can request the presence of a delegate authorized to oversee every 

aspect of the electoral process. Similarly, a number of scrutineers proceed with the counting of 

votes under the watchful eye of the polling  officers. These scrutineers are designated by the 

candidates, heads of list in attendance or delegates. In the event of their being insufficient in 

number, polling station staff may take part in counting the votes.  

Lastly, in order to ensure a continuous monitoring of the electoral process, French law requires 

that two polling officers be permanently present at the polling station. 

Conduct of the ballot 

Voting takes place between 8.00 a.m. and 6.00 p.m., although the closing time may be delayed by 

prefectural decree.  In most cities, the ballot continues until 8.00 p.m.  

Before polling stations open, the candidates’ ballot papers are placed on a table. The returning 

officer formally notes the opening and closing time of the ballot. 

During the ballot, voters present their ID and electoral card to be checked against the electoral 

register, before taking an envelope and the different ballot papers. They must then proceed to 

the polling booth (mandatory since 1913) to place the ballot paper of their chosen candidate into 

the envelope. This step guarantees secrecy. Voters then proceed to the ballot box, where they 

again present their polling card and ID and, when their name is called, post the envelope into the 

ballot box. They then sign alongside their name on the attendance list provided. 
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When voting is over, as noted by the returning officer and recorded in the official minutes, the 

polling officers sign the attendance list and begin counting votes (see below). As soon as the ballot 

papers are counted, the polling station secretary draws up the minutes. Finally, the returning 

officer declares the results and displays them in the polling station. 

This announcement does not by any means signal the end of the voting process. At very short 

notice, any candidate or voter can refer an alleged fraud during the electoral process to the 

election judge. 

Counting votes 

There are strict guidelines for counting ballot papers and declaring the results. Electoral law 

requires that the counting of ballots is carried out in public in front of the assembled polling 

station members, candidates’ representatives and any voter who wishes to remain present. Ballot 

counting is undertaken by scrutineers designated from amongst the voters in attendance and, if 

not enough are present, from among the polling station staff. 

Several precise tasks must be undertaken during the ballot counting: 

• First, the polling station staff have to count the number of signatures and verify that they 

tally with the number of papers in the ballot box. This step is essential as it can indicate 

any mistakes or fraud. 

• Second, the polling station staff must count the number of envelopes in the ballot box 

and, if necessary, any loose ballot papers. 

• Third, the polling station staff will open the envelopes and begin to count votes. A staff 

member will read out the name on the ballot before it is recorded on a punch sheet as a 

vote for a candidate. Any spoilt or blank votes are considered null and void and are not 

taken into account, but are still appended to the electoral statement. 

• In the voting hall, the secretary prepares two copies of the electoral statement to be 

signed by the polling station members and by the candidates’ representatives if any are 

present. This statement records each electoral operation undertaken, any incidents and 

potential complaints made by members of the polling station. 

Once the counting of votes and the election process are over, the local council hands the electoral 

statement and the blank or spoilt votes to the prefecture, the subprefecture or the central office. 

Any left-over ballots are destroyed in the presence of voters. 

Nevertheless, in case any challenge or dispute is brought before the electoral judge, ballots are 

not immediately destroyed. The judge can, if he or she feels it is necessary, consult and recount 

all the ballots in order to determine if there has been any violation of electoral law. 

These provisions apply to overseas polling stations, whose organization is the responsibility of the 

Embassies and Consulates General. 

What should be done in the event of suspected electoral fraud? 

There are two different scenarios: 
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• First of all, if a returning officer becomes aware of attempted or actual fraud during the 

voting process (e.g. ballot stuffing), he or she has the power to put an end to it 

immediately. As the police and armed forces are under his or her control in the polling 

station, they may be used at his or her discretion. 

• In the event of the returning officer being made aware by polling station staff or voters 

of covert fraud (the most common cases of fraud), it is up to the returning officer to 

make this known officially in the electoral statement. This allows any individual to refer 

this matter to a judge, who will then investigate the allegations. 

In general terms, the returning officer is given every means to prevent electoral fraud and to 

guarantee the smooth running of the voting process. 
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VOTING BY FRENCH CITIZENS ABROAD 

 

French citizens abroad vote to elect the President of the Republic.  The ballot is organized by the 

embassies and consulates general. Voters may either travel to polling stations or vote by proxy.
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Part 3 : 
General election 
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ELECTION CAMPAIGN FOR THE GENERAL 

ELECTION 

Who can vote? 

To vote a person must: 

• hold French nationality 

• be 18 years of age (in 1974 the minimum age was  reduced from 21)  

• enjoy civil and political rights 

• be on the electoral register: each local council keeps an up-to-date electoral register and 

these are finalized by the 31 December preceding the year of election. Exemptions are 

made for the following people if they fail to register before that date: 

• Young people who reach the age of 18 between 1 March and election day 

o People who change address for professional reasons  

o Civil servants retiring after 1 January 

o Service personnel returning to civilian life after 1 January 

o People who acquire EU citizenship after 1 January 

o People who have regained the right to vote after 1 January. 

 

Who can be a candidate? 

Candidates must be of French nationality and eligible to vote. They must have fulfilled the 

requirements of national service. Certain officials are ineligible to stand in their department.  

Since 2000, parties have been obliged to present an equal number of men and women candidates 

in the general election. 

Timetable 

Deputies are elected every five years, in June, by direct universal suffrage. 

The dates of the next general election are Sunday, 10 June 2012 and Sunday, 17 June 2012 

(except for the election of the 11 deputies representing French citizens abroad, which will be 

organized on 2-3 June 2012 and 16-17 June 2012). 
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General election voting system 

Deputies are elected by direct universal suffrage in a two-round uninominal majority (first-past-

the-post) poll by all French people registered in their constituency, aged at least 18 and not 

disqualified from voting. 

In the first round, an absolute majority (i.e. more than 50%) of all votes cast is mandatory to win 

the election outright. This figure must also reflect at least 25% of all registered voters.  

If no candidate achieves this, all candidates are eliminated except those who obtained a number 

of votes equivalent to at least 12.5% of registered voters. A second round of voting then takes 

place.  

The first round of voting occurs on a Sunday, and the second normally on the following Sunday. 

N.B. This system may lead to three-way contests in some constituencies.  This occurs when three 

candidates who each obtained at least 12.5% of the vote may go on to the second round, with 

none of them pulling out. In the event of this occurring, the candidate with the largest number of 

votes is declared the winner. 

Conduct of the election campaign 

The general election campaign begins 20 days before the vote 

Each candidate’s campaign accounts must give details of income and expenditure. Costs are 

limited to €38,000, plus €0.15 per inhabitant of the constituency. 

• Companies are prohibited from contributing to a candidate’s campaign, and private 

donations are capped. 

• The state reimburses publicity costs such as those of printing candidates’ personal 

manifestos and displaying authorized posters. 

The general election is not the only parliamentary election. For details of the elections to the 

Senate: http://www.senat.fr/lng/en/election_senateurs.html 

For a map of France’s 566 constituencies:  

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/13/qui/circonscriptions/ 

Campaign funding for General elections 

There are two methods for funding an electoral campaign: 

• Public funding, as provided for by the 6 November 1962 institutional Act, revised in this 

respect by the 5
 
February 2001 and 5 April 2006 institutional Acts and by the 1988, 1990, 

and 1995 institutional Acts on party funding. 

• Private funding, drawn mostly from party funds but also private individuals. The ceiling 

for individual donations is set at €4,600; no amount equal to or greater than €150 may be 

paid in cash. Since 1995, donations from private businesses have been outlawed. 
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Certain campaign expenses are banned (TV and radio advertising and, in the three months 

preceding the election, telephone and Internet campaigning, commercials in the press, and poster 

campaigns). 

The ceiling for expenses depends on the number of inhabitants of the general election 

constituency.  The ceiling is €38,000 per candidate, plus €0.15 per inhabitant of the constituency. 

Each candidate is required to appoint a financial representative.  This representative has sole 

authority to raise funds to cover campaign costs and expenses; candidates are therefore banned 

from handling money directly. 

Each candidate must keep campaign accounts recording all income and expenses destined for his 

or her election campaign. These accounts, certified by a public accountant, will be submitted for 

checking to the National Campaign Accounts and Political Funding Committee (CNCCPF), which 

will approve, revise or reject the campaign accounts. 

In the event of the committee rejecting a campaign account, the matter is referred to the election 

judge, who may, if the irregularity is confirmed, declare the elected candidate’s automatic 

resignation and ineligibility for one year, thus preventing him or her from standing in the 

following election. 

If their accounts are approved, the state grants those candidates who obtained at least 5% of 

votes cast in the first round a reimbursement of up to 50% of the expenditure ceiling. 

In addition to direct assistance to the candidates, the state is responsible for a variety of costs 

(such as the printing of ballot papers and circulars and the display of authorized posters by the 

candidates; those obtaining at least 5% of votes cast are reimbursed according to an official scale. 
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MEDIA IN THE GENERAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN 

 

The Conseil supérieur de l’Audiovisuel (French broadcasting authority, CSA) has established rules 

on broadcast media coverage of general election campaigns. 

For news related to the election campaign, the CSA recalls the principle of fair coverage of 

candidates and their parties, in terms of voice time and total airtime.  It states that honesty must 

be the guiding principle of reports and commentaries.  

For news unrelated to the campaign, balanced coverage is expected of the government, the 

governing majority and opposition parties.  Political parties not belonging to these, and parties 

not represented in parliament, must be given fair airtime. 

In addition to informing the CSA of the airtime allocated to the various parties and respecting 

legal obligations on election publicity, polls and the right of reply, broadcasters are required to 

make provision for deaf and hearing-impaired people to follow the campaign at peak viewing 

times. 

N.B. These regulations concern only broadcast media. 
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THE DAY OF THE VOTE 

 

Who runs a polling station? 

Polling stations are set up by prefectural decree on French soil and by embassies for French 

citizens voting abroad. A polling station is composed of: 

• The returning officer. He or she can be the mayor, a deputy mayor, a local councillor or a 

constituent designated by the mayor. In the returning officer’s absence, a replacement is 

appointed by the returning officer or, failing this, by the oldest polling station officer. The 

returning officer is also responsible for the policing of the polling station. The civilian and 

military authorities are at the returning officer’s disposal to prevent incidents and 

violence during the ballot. 

• At least two polling officers, designated by the different candidates, who are drawn 

from the local constituency (art. R.44 of the Electoral Code). Each candidate or list may 

designate only one officer. If fewer than two assessors are nominated, a replacement is 

chosen from the local councillors or from the constituents present (e.g. if one officer is 

missing, the oldest voter is chosen, and if two officers are missing the youngest and oldest 

voters are chosen). They are responsible for signing in voters on the attendance list and 

stamping polling cards. 

• A secretary must also be designated from among the commune’s constituents. He or she 

can play an advisory role in any decisions taken by the polling station and takes minutes. 

Moreover, any candidate can request the presence of a delegate authorized to oversee every 

aspect of the electoral process. Similarly, a number of scrutineers proceed with the counting of 

votes under the watchful eye of the polling officers. These scrutineers are designated by the 

candidates, heads of list in attendance or delegates. In the event of their being insufficient in 

number, polling station staff may take part in counting the votes.  

Lastly, in order to ensure a continuous monitoring of the electoral process, French law requires 

that two polling officers be permanently present at the polling station. 

Conduct of the ballot 

Voting takes place between 8.00 a.m. and 6.00 p.m., although the closing time may be delayed by 

prefectural decree.  In most cities, the ballot continues until 8.00 p.m.  

Before polling stations open, the candidates’ ballot papers are placed on a table. The returning 

officer formally notes the opening and closing time of the ballot. 

During the ballot, voters present their ID and electoral card to be checked against the electoral 

register, before taking an envelope and the different ballot papers. They must then proceed to 

the polling booth (mandatory since 1913) to place the ballot paper of their chosen candidate into 

the envelope. This step guarantees secrecy. Voters then proceed to the ballot box, where they 

again present their polling card and ID and, when their name is called, post the envelope into the 

ballot box. They then sign alongside their name on the attendance list provided. 
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When voting is over, as noted by the returning officer and recorded in the official minutes, the 

polling officers sign the attendance list and begin counting votes (see below). As soon as the ballot 

papers are counted, the polling station secretary draws up the minutes. Finally, the returning 

officer declares the results and displays them in the polling station. 

This announcement does not by any means signal the end of the voting process. At very short 

notice, any candidate or voter can refer an alleged fraud during the electoral process to the 

election judge. 

Counting votes 

There are strict guidelines for counting ballot papers and declaring the results. Electoral law 

requires that the counting of ballots is carried out in public in front of the assembled polling 

station members, candidates’ representatives and any voter who wishes to remain present. Ballot 

counting is undertaken by scrutineers designated from amongst the voters in attendance and, if 

not enough are present, from among the polling station staff. 

Several precise tasks must be undertaken during the ballot counting: 

• First, polling station staff have to count the number of signatures and verify that they 

tally with the number of papers in the ballot box. This step is essential as it can indicate 

any mistakes or fraud. 

• Second, polling station staff must count the number of envelopes in the ballot box and, if 

necessary, any loose ballot papers. 

• Third, polling station staff will open the envelopes and begin to count votes. A staff 

member will read out the name on the ballot before it is recorded on a punch sheet as a 

vote for a candidate. Any spoilt or blank votes are considered null and void and are not 

taken into account, but are still appended to the electoral statement. 

• In the voting hall, the secretary prepares two copies of the electoral statement to be 

signed by the polling station members and by the candidates’ representatives if any are 

present. This statement records each electoral operation undertaken, any incidents and 

potential complaints made by members of the polling station.  

Once the counting of votes and the election process are over, the local council hands the electoral 

statement and the blank or spoilt votes to the prefecture, the sub-prefecture or the central office. 

Any leftover ballots are destroyed in the presence of voters. 

Nevertheless, in case any challenge or dispute is brought before the electoral judge, ballots are 

not immediately destroyed. The judge can, if he or she feels it is necessary, consult and recount 

all the ballots in order to determine if there has been any violation of electoral law. 

These provisions apply to overseas polling stations, whose organization is the responsibility of the 

embassies and consulates general. 

What should be done in the event of suspected electoral fraud? 

There are two different scenarios: 
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• First of all, if a returning officer becomes aware of attempted or actual fraud during the 

voting process (e.g. ballot stuffing), he or she has the power to put an end to it 

immediately. As the police and armed forces are under his or her control in the polling 

station, they may be used at his or her discretion. 

• In the event of the returning officer being made aware by polling station staff or voters 

of covert fraud (the most common cases of fraud), it is up to the returning officer to 

make this known officially in the electoral statement. This allows any individual to refer 

the matter to a judge, who will then investigate the allegations. 

In general terms, the returning officer is given every means to prevent electoral fraud and 

guarantee the smooth running of the voting process. 



 

36 

VOTING BY FRENCH CITIZENS ABROAD 

 

The constitutional reform of 23 July 2008 made it possible for French citizens living outside France 

to be represented by 11 deputies in the National Assembly.  This provision was established by 

decree on 9 December 2011. 

In 2012, the 11 deputies will be elected by French citizens abroad for the first time. (See below for 

map of constituencies.) 

There are four ways for French citizens abroad to vote in general elections. In addition to casting 

their vote in a ballot box personally or by proxy (the only two methods available in presidential 

elections and referendums), they may also vote by email, Internet or post. 

Who cannot stand as a general election candidate 

Heads of diplomatic and consular missions may not stand as candidates for deputy in any 

constituency where they have held office in the three years preceding the election. 

Less senior diplomatic officials may not stand as candidates in any constituency where they have 

held office in the year preceding the election. 

2012 general election timetable 

Outside the USA: the first round will be held on the Sunday prior to the date of the first round in 

metropolitan France. The second round will be on the same date as in metropolitan France. 

Voting will take place on 3 and 17 June 2012. 

In the USA: the first round will be held two Saturdays before the election in metropolitan France.  

The second round will be on the Saturday before the date of the second round in metropolitan 

France.  Voting will take place on 2 and 16 June 2012. 
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Part 4 : 
Senate election 
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SENATE ELECTION DAY 

 

On election day in metropolitan France, the electoral college members go to the prefecture in 

their department to vote. 

The 12 senators representing French citizens abroad are elected by the 155 members of the 

Assembly of French Citizens Abroad. 

The election is generally held in prefectures on the third or fourth Sunday in September. The last 

election was held on 25 September 2011. 

• In those departments with a two-round first-past-the-post voting system, the first round 

is held between 8.30 a.m. and 11.00 a.m. and the second round between 3.30 p.m. and 

5.30 p.m. 

• In those departments where there is a proportional representation system, voting takes 

place from 9.00 a.m. to 3.00 p.m. In those departments, voting machines may be used. 

These provisions apply for the election of those senators who are elected abroad by 

proportional representation. 
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SENATE ELECTION VOTING SYSTEM 

 

Senators are elected by indirect universal suffrage by “grands électeurs” or members of an 

electoral college.  The college, made up of 150,000 people, includes deputies, regional councillors 

and local council representatives. 

Senators are elected according to two methods: 

First-past-the-post (two rounds): 

This method is used to elect senators to 58 seats, in constituencies where between one and 

three senators are elected. 

To be elected in the first round, candidates must have: 

• an absolute majority of votes cast 

• a number of votes equal to a quarter of voters registered 

To be elected in the second round, a relative majority is sufficient. In the event of an equal 

number of votes being cast, the older candidate is declared the winner. 

It is possible to stand as a candidate in the second round without having stood in the first. 

Proportional representation by list 

In constituencies where four or more senators are elected, the election takes place by 

proportional representation according to the highest averages rule. This method is used to elect 

senators for 112 seats, i.e. most senators in metropolitan France and all those representing 

French citizens abroad. 
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VOTING BY FRENCH CITIZENS ABROAD 

 

French citizens abroad have 12 senators to represent them. Until this year, they were the sole 

representatives of French expatriates. From June 2012 onwards, they will share this role with the 

11 deputies elected to the National Assembly. 

The senators are elected by an electoral college made up of the 155 councillors of the Assembly of 

French Citizens Abroad. 

They need not be expatriates. However, they generally have strong personal or family ties abroad. 

Since the Senate elections of September 2011, those senators have been: 

• Jean-Pierre Cantegrit (UFE-UMP) 

• Christian Cointat (UFE-UMP) 

• Hélène Conway-Mouret (ADFE-SOC) 

• Robert Del Picchia (RFE-UMP) 

• Louis Duvernois (RFE-UMP) 

• André Ferrand (UFE-UMP) 

• Christophe Frassa (UFE-attached to UMP) 

• Joëlle Garriaud-Maylam (UFE-UMP) 

• Christiane Kammermann (UFE-UMP) 

• Jean-Yves Leconte (ADFE-SOC) 

• Claudine Lepage (ADFE-SOC) 

• Richard Yung (ADFE-SOC) 


