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Evidence Session No. 5 Heard in Public Questions 62 - 72 

 

Tuesday 29 October 2019 

 

Listen to the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chair); Lord Campbell-Savours; 
Lord Dykes; Lord Hayward; Lord Janvrin; Lord Lexden; Baroness Mallalieu; 

Baroness Pidding; Baroness Suttie. 

 

Examination of witnesses 

Mr Mark Emson, Electoral Manager, Peterborough City Council and Ms Lindsay 

Tomlinson, Electoral Services Manager, Allerdale Borough Council 

Q62 The Chair: Good afternoon. Welcome to this evidence session of the Select 
Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. You 

have in front of you a list of interests that have been declared by members 
of the Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the 

parliamentary website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and 
published on the Committee website; you will have the opportunity to 
make corrections to that transcript where necessary. 

As you are now aware, it seemed to us that, bearing in mind the day it is 
and what seems to be happening in another place, we ought to put to you 

some of the questions of the day, which are clearly on your mind. No doubt 
you will track back to whence you came and think, “How could we cope in 

these circumstances?” There are three issues, two of which are certainly 
being discussed in the Commons at the moment, and we do not know what 
will happen about them. We may well find ourselves having to talk about 

these things tomorrow or another day. 

The first is the possibility of 16 year-olds being able to vote in a general 

election, which may take place in the early days of December. The second 
is the possibility of EU electors being able to vote in an election in the early 
days of December. Thirdly, regardless of those two, there are the problems 

for you of the publication of the electoral register on 1 December, a poll a 
few days after that, and the issue of poll cards. What happens about late 

registrations, and all that sort of thing? 

Those are three things, and you may say, “Aha, but there’s more”. Would 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/4179a846-0d92-4890-8cd3-376daa4372ab
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you like to talk about that? Indeed, if there are more, tell us about them 
too. Tell us about the things that are going to concern you on the ground, 

doing the job at the coalface, for a poll in early December. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: To touch on the register first, when we publish 

the new register on 1 December, all the elector numbers will change. If we 
run poll card data tomorrow, potentially, which is as soon as we possibly 

can once we know the date for an election, those numbers will be different 
from the register that will be in use in polling stations on whatever date in 
December the election is. A real issue for polling station staff and electors 

will be trying to make sure that they have crossed off the right elector 

when they go into the station. 

We were aware of the issue, so to get ready for a potential election we 
have been keeping up to date with processing all the forms coming in, 

because we are in the middle of the annual canvass, which is a massive 
task anyway. That is to make sure, if we possibly can, that we publish our 
new register at the end of this week and then run the poll card data. Other 

authorities have a bigger electorate and more complexities than we have, 

and they may not be in a position to do that. 

There is certainly a problem and we are aware of it. If we cannot resolve 
it, we will have to give additional training to our polling station staff, to 

make them aware of the issues, with a note of what to look out for. It may 
well lead to a lot more calls to our office on election day just to clear up 

queries about elector numbers and to check that we have the right people. 
We are very busy on election day and it is a bit of a madhouse, so it will 

add extra complexity. 

The Chair: Your first reaction is early publication. Will that happen 

throughout the land? Is the Association of Electoral Administrators pushing 

that as a possibility? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: It certainly recommended that we should try to 
do that if we can. However, not everyone will be in a position to do that, 

because of where they are with their canvass. Everyone does their canvass 
on slightly different timescales. We started very early and have finished 
the actual door-knocking stage of the canvass, so we could publish early. 

Others are slightly behind, or have more processing to do, and may not be 
able to do it at this stage, which is possibly the situation with Mark in 

Peterborough. 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes. It is certainly not one size fits all. Every council will 

be different. Lindsay is in a more fortunate position than I am as regards 
the number of forms still to be processed. We have to get them all 

processed for 1 December, and we are working double time to get them 

processed before the potential call of a general election.  

If you add that to the prospect of including additional franchises in the 
register for this election, there will be a logistical nightmare for officers up 

and down the country. Even advertising the fact that 16 and 17 year-olds 
and European electors were able to vote would be a massive task. When 
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Scotland brought it in, there was a lot longer than a few weeks to get the 
point across. Having to do it in the space of a month would add massive 

confusion to the whole election. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Running a major election like a general election 
is an absolutely huge task. We do a lot of extra hours; we work very long 
hours, but we are not able to claim back the cost of the registration aspect 

of the election, because it has to be borne by the authority and the electoral 
registration officer. Only the costs of running the election—the polling 

stations, the staff and all the rest of it—can be claimed back. When we deal 
with all these different issues, like having to publish the register early, 
having to work overtime to process forms or trying to get 16 and 17 year-

olds registered, we will not be able to claim any of the costs back. The 
authority will have to bear that cost itself, which seems a bit perverse 

because you can directly attribute a lot of the registration work that we do 
as linked to a specific election. We would not be doing it if it was not for 

the election, so that is a real concern. 

Lord Hayward: Two particular questions come to mind. On 16 and 17 

year-olds, do you even have the information at this stage for registration? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: They can go on to the register at the age of 16, 

and we do a lot of work to try to encourage 16 and 17 year-olds to get on 
to the register, so that they are there, and then as soon as they turn 18 

they are allowed to vote. Some will be there, but because we are a district 
council and not a unitary, we do not have easy access to the data that tells 
us who the attainers are, so we do not easily have that available to us to 

try to reach those groups. 

Lord Hayward: Is it your experience that, let us say, 16 year-olds do not 
register, because their mind is not yet looking towards 18 as registration, 
and that there is an increase when people move from 16 to 17? Therefore, 

there is every possibility that, although you have some information for 16 

year-olds, you may not have full information. 

Mr Mark Emson: It is a very difficult task to encourage people to register 
at the best of times. One carrot that we tend to dangle is the fact that it 

could improve your credit score, but there are not that many 16 and 17 
year-olds who are fussed about improving their credit score. On that basis 

alone, we will miss a lot of names off our register of 16 and 17 year-olds. 

Lord Hayward: You spoke about different positions in each authority. Is 

there a correlation between local authorities where there is limited churn 
in the electoral roll and those with massive churn? You have a fairly stable 
population in Cumbria. If one looked at the electoral rolls of some of the 

big cities associated with university locations and high rented 
accommodation, are they the ones that will face bigger problems and are 

therefore more likely to be behind the timetable at this stage? 

Mr Mark Emson: Very much so. 
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Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Having worked in Peterborough before working 
in Cumbria, I would say, yes, there is certainly more churn there. We have 

areas and pockets in Cumbria where there is churn, but we have a lot of 
rural areas, with a lot of second homes and holiday properties, where it is 

fairly steady and stable.  

I agree that churn in large cities will be much more difficult to deal with at 

this stage, and we are certainly in a more fortunate position at the moment 
than a lot of our colleagues. It is not great, but it is certainly more fortunate 

than the position a lot of colleagues in other authorities will be facing. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Ms Tomlinson, I think I heard you refer to 

restricted access to data. Are county authorities required to hand over data 

to district authorities, or is there no requirement at all? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Yes, there is a requirement, but it is often very 

difficult to get that data. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Why? What is the obstruction? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: It is getting to the right person and trying to 
explain. If you are dealing with an authority that does not run elections, it 

may not understand the requirements of the legislation, so it is about trying 
to explain the urgency and why we need the data. As a county group, we 
got our hands on attainer data last year, but it took two years to get that 

data. We have a county group that is quite active, and we try to work with 
our colleagues at the county council to target the right people there to 

make sure that, particularly with canvass reform next year, there is 
understanding of why we need that data. It is difficult, and trying to do it 
quickly, as we might have to in the next few weeks, is going to be an 

impossible task. 

The Chair: Is it just you, by the way, or is it all county districts and their 

county? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I can only speak from our experience. I imagine 
that it is probably typical of district and county relationships around the 

country. For a unitary authority, it may not be as difficult. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: What recommendation would you make about 

that? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I would make it clearer to the counties that they 

have a duty to supply the data. It needs to be much clearer, with maybe 
stronger requirements about what they have to do and when they have to 

do it. 

Mr Mark Emson: A lot of authorities administer several constituencies, so 

you have to get data sources from other authorities, not only your own, 
which again could put a spanner in the works when suddenly changing 

franchises quickly. 

Lord Janvrin: If there was an amendment about EU electors, would there 



Allerdale Borough Council and Peterborough City Council – Oral evidence (QQ 62-

72) 

 

be there any particular issues? You have them on the register anyway, 

presumably, for local elections. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I do not think that would be as much of an issue 

as the 16 and 17 year-olds, because, as you said, they are on the register. 
It would just be a technical problem of flipping them over to the right 

franchise and making sure they appeared on the register.  

As regards complexity, I think Mark would agree that it will not be as 

difficult to deal with that. There is always room for error when you are 
making a big change in such a very tight timescale, but not to the extent 

that the franchise for 16 and 17 year-olds would cause. 

The Chair: Are there any other questions on this general area? 

Q63 Lord Campbell-Savours: Are you really prepared for an election in six 
weeks? How will you manage? Do you see obstacles and problems? 

Mr Mark Emson: Are we prepared? No, but we know what processes need 
to be done, and we will work all hours to get them done. A December 
election really is a step into the unknown for us. We are already looking at 

road gritters. If we have snowfall, we need to make sure that every polling 
station is open. That is not so bad for me in a more urban area, but for 

Lindsay it could prove a bit more of a task. 

There will be extra lighting; daylight hours are fewer in December, so that 

may require having lighting generators outside certain polling stations, 
particularly mobile units. Christmas parties are taking place in village halls 

and nativities in schools, as well as Christmas parties in hotels, so there 
will be much reduction in availability of the usual polling stations. People 
will be forced to hire mobile units and position them wherever they can, 

which will be a massive expense. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: And Ms Tomlinson? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: As you know, Cumbria is a large rural area. We 

have polling stations half way up mountains, where they have no wi-fi, 
telephone connection or mobile phone signal, so trying to get in touch with 

those stations will be a nightmare. If the ballot boxes do not arrive back, 
we will have to send people out to find them and they may need police 

escorts for some of those stations. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But that would apply to an election at any time, 

would it not? Why particularly now? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Because of the bad weather. You will remember 

the floods we had back in 2015, when a lot of Cumbria was shut down and 
roads were shut for months. It just takes a bit of bad weather and you are 
stuck somewhere like Buttermere or Thirlmere and you cannot get the box 

back. 

Our staff often do not live in the area where the polling station is, so getting 
staff to the station on time to open up at 7 am, if there is bad weather, will 
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be a challenge. Because we are a district authority, we do not have easy 
access to gritters, so we will have to have an understanding with the county 

council that they do that work for us, to keep the roads gritted to make 
sure that we can get staff out to polling stations and ballot boxes back to 

our count. Our latest box comes in at about 11.15, from Bowness-on-

Solway; it is a long drive. 

We are prepared as much as we can be at this stage. We have known for 
a while that there is potentially an election coming, so we have done what 

we can, but until we know a date there is not too much we can do. We 
have been in touch with all polling stations, and a lot of them have said 
that whatever date it is they will make themselves available, but we have 

stations in schools that are used for pantomimes and Christmas plays, so 
we anticipate that there may be some problems. Quite often, we cannot 

send electors to a different station, because it is too far to travel, and there 
is no transport in the rural areas. We may find that a lot of our staff are on 
holiday, because it is the lead-up to Christmas, so we may struggle from 

that perspective. 

I have worries about overseas electors. With a short timescale for an 
election, the Christmas post will have an impact on the time for postal 
votes coming back. We have tried to contact all our overseas electors and 

said that, if they can get a proxy vote in place, they should please do so, 
because there is a potential issue with getting their postal vote back in 

time. We have electors in Thailand, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. 
The timescale is tight, and at Christmas it will be even more of a challenge 
to get those packs back, but we are trying to get that done. We are doing 

all that work behind the scenes, trying to prepare. Our printers are going 
to be under pressure. Only a certain number of specialised printers can do 

election printing, so the pressure on them to deliver a quicker poll is going 

to be immense as well. 

Lord Janvrin: I want to be clear about where the costs fall. Extra work 
will be involved on the electoral register for a 12 December election, or 

whatever date, and you will have to find the resources, but for the extra 
lighting and hiring different halls, et cetera, can you re-charge? Can you 

explain how the costs fall? 

Mr Mark Emson: We are still awaiting confirmation from the Cabinet Office 

as to whether extra funding will be made available for things such as 
lighting and heating, so we are in the unknown on that one; we really do 
not know. It would be remiss of us not to plan for it now, whether we have 

to pay for it or not. It is people’s safety at the end of the day. 

Baroness Pidding: With a December poll, do you anticipate a 

considerable increase in requests for postal votes? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: We were talking about that before the session 
started. Yes, I think we will get an increase in postal vote applications. 

Again, resource is required to process them and get them in place, which 
we cannot claim back; we have to absorb that cost and have people on 

overtime dealing with that. 
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Postal votes are expensive; there is the cost of printing them, posting them 
out and then posting them back. It is an expensive task. Even if all the 

electors who go to a polling station decide to have a postal vote, we still 
have to run the polling station. We cannot shut down a polling station. It 

increases the cost, and we still have to fund the station and the staff who 
man the station. I think there will be an increase in postal votes, but it 

does not solve the problem for us of those polling stations. 

The Chair: One thing has occurred to me. As someone who has been to 

many counts, and so forth, I have noticed in my local authority that several 
people who retired years ago are still involved in operating counts. Indeed, 
they come in on behalf of an authority to a polling station very early in the 

morning to see that all is well and then they come in during the day. Such 
people could be of tremendous use—perhaps they are used—between now 

and polling day. What is the position for staffing up? Are you able to use 

those people, or not? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: When appointing people to work in polling 
stations as polling station inspectors and at the count, we rely a lot on ex-

staff who have left us and retired, because they have the expertise and 
often the time to do it. We use an awful lot of ex-staff during elections, and 
for postal vote opening sessions as well. We are potentially going to need 

extra polling station inspectors because of our issues with remote stations, 
so we may call on more people to help us during that time. We have to 

bring in temporary staff to help us in the lead-up to a big election, because 
we just do not have time to answer the phones, deal with all the queries 
and do all the planning needed. Yes, definitely, we will be looking to people 

with experience and expertise to come back to help us, and a lot of them 

are willing to do that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is it the same in Peterborough? 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes, absolutely. We will beg, borrow and steal to get 

whoever we can. 

The Chair: I contested the February 1974 election, which was certainly 
still in the winter. There was the further complication of the three-day 

week, but that seemed to run away quickly. There is now the threat of a 

potential postal strike. How would you cope with that, do you think? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Pass. 

The Chair: It might run away, just like the three-day week did, of course, 

but who knows? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I do not know how we could cope with that. We 
will have to have contingencies, but I do not know what those 

contingencies will look like. People can hand their postal pack in to our 
offices, so maybe we will have to have collection hubs around the borough, 
where people can physically take them, to drop them off, and then we will 

bring them in from those places. That does not solve the problem for people 
living abroad, or people on holiday, so that will be an issue. We will have 
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to try to encourage them to change their vote to a proxy, but there is a 
deadline for doing that. There are tight deadlines, and everything is done 

to a deadline. I dread to think how we would manage that process. 

The Chair: Right. I think we will return to our earlier plans. 

Q64 Lord Lexden: Do you regard the introduction of individual registration in 

a positive and favourable light? Secondly, how does the new system 
compare with the old? 

Mr Mark Emson: I think Lindsay and I have very contrasting views. Before 
IER was introduced, because of potential electoral fraud in my authority, 
the electoral registration officer always felt the need to do what we call a 

blank canvass. Every form had no pre-printed name whatsoever, and we 

had to input everything manually from the form every year.  

For me, the introduction of IER, whereby forms go out with pre-printed 
names on for people who registered the previous year, was a godsend, and 

saved a massive amount of work. The previous method of registration was 
outdated, and now people can complete their forms online and via the 

phone, and it makes it a lot better. 

My only gripe with the system is the two-stage process, and the fact that 

there is still the household form and anyone added to that will still need to 
register individually. We have found that that can cause uncertainty; 

people think they are registered when, in fact, they are not. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I worked in Peterborough, and I went through 

the agony of having to do that blank canvass every year, so I completely 

understand how that is an improvement for Peterborough. 

From our perspective, as an area that did not have an issue with elector 
fraud, the two-stage process has brought additional complexity for people. 

A lot of people still do not understand the two-stage process; we are a few 
years down the line and we are still trying to get that message across to 
potential electors. We pick up a lot of calls, complaints, emails and phone 

calls from people who do not understand why we have to chase them. They 
ask why, when they have sent back their canvass form, we are chasing 

them for the ITR form; it gets people quite angry. We have evidence from 
polling stations that people turn up on election day thinking that, because 
they filled in the canvass form with their name on it, it means they are 

registered, and they are not. That still happens, particularly in certain 

areas. 

The thing that works is the online application process. That works very 
well, and we are very happy with it. There is more that could be done with 

it, but it is certainly a positive coming from the change. 

Mr Mark Emson: It is more secure as well, obviously. Now we have to 
match whatever records we are given to the Department for Work and 
Pensions, which adds an extra layer of security that certainly was not in 

the previous system. That is to be encouraged. 
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Lord Hayward: You touched on the question of online application, as 
previous witnesses have, and the capacity for people to view online to 

check whether they are registered. I am thinking of this particularly in 
relation to 16 and 17 year-olds and Europeans in these circumstances. As 

a general thing, would you welcome the capacity to view online so that you 

do not have to administer people who make multiple inquiries? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Yes, definitely. We would certainly support that. 
We get a lot of duplicates and queries, and if we could direct people to the 

online checking process it would be a lot better for us and reduce the admin 
burden that we have to face. It always comes at a busy time, when an 
election has been called, and that is when we least have the resources to 

deal with it. If that process was available, we would welcome it, definitely. 

Lord Hayward: And on late registration, would you welcome moving the 

date slightly further back, away from the election, for the same reason? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Always. Any extension to the timetable would be 

welcomed, because we are working on a tight timescale. 

Lord Hayward: Can I say, Mr Chairman, that two witnesses who have a 
will-do mentality is enormously impressive. I am struck by that, and I am 

sorry that I have to leave early, but I am impressed in the circumstances. 

Q65 Lord Dykes: I, too, certainly endorse the will-do attitude, and we are 

grateful for it, I am sure. IER may seem a marginal change to outsiders, 
but it is quite substantial for habits and routines and what people are used 

to. Has the introduction of IER had any impact, positive or negative, on 
your efforts to identify and reach underregistered groups? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: The harder to reach groups are probably even 

harder to reach through the IER process, because it adds more complexity, 
and we may be dealing with people who cannot understand it or do not 

want to engage with it. If we cannot get them engaged with a simple, one-
stage process, we are not going to get them engaged with a more complex, 

two-stage process. 

We do a lot of work with nursing homes, where for obvious reasons there 

is turnover. We do not have a student population, which is something to 
be thankful for. We try to work with young people to get them enthused 
and engaged, but it is difficult. As I say, the hard to reach groups are 

harder to reach because of the complexity of the process. 

Mr Mark Emson: The only contrast is that young people registering, and 
students in particular, probably embrace the online method more. We often 
attend citizenship ceremonies, so we know when someone has British 

nationality, and we can say to them, “You can register online right here 

and right now”. That is certainly very good for us. 

We work with the Cabinet Office as part of their national democracy weeks 
to encourage young people to register. Of course, they can go on to the 

register at 16, but they cannot vote until they are 18. We attend freshers’ 
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days in colleges to get the message across that you are able to register 

from the age of 16. 

Baroness Mallalieu: I heard yesterday on the radio a very good little 

piece, just slotted in, with somebody saying, “This is how you do it online. 
Here’s the address and this is the date by which you have to do it”. Is there 
any programme for putting that out on the media, particularly to areas 

where young people are likely to be listening? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: The Electoral Commission does a lot of work in 
the lead-up to an election. It produces media packs for us to use and has 
its own campaigns, which we tap into. I am sure that will be kicking off 

soon. 

We work closely with our communications teams, so we get regular 
messages sent out. We put messages on Facebook and Twitter to try to 
attract younger people who perhaps use those methods of communication. 

We try to get them where we can. There will definitely be a massive 
communications strategy; as soon as an election is announced, the 

commission will do a lot on that. 

Lord Dykes: Have you been struggling with the need to reach what we 

call hard to reach groups and working with other local authorities to try to 
overcome those problems? There is the old habit of the head of household 

saying, “Just leave it to me”. A lot of people in some of the ethnic groups 

might find that was more of a suasion for them than in other elector groups. 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes, in actually registering, and that is why the 
Government are looking to reform the canvass. It is still a household form 
and it will be completed by only one individual. That has not changed; it is 

the only aspect that has not changed. 

Lord Dykes: That is encouraging, in a way. 

Mr Mark Emson: I think so. It is an encouragement, because people have 

very little to do. With the reform next year, they will have even less to do, 
if it goes ahead. I believe the Government are saying that they are going 

to send literally just a letter and, if the details have not changed, you do 
not have to do anything, which I think is the right way to go. It will certainly 

help us with the processing aspect. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: We do not have the kind of diversity in our area 

that Mark has in Peterborough. We have a lot of houses in multiple 
occupation, and it can be difficult to get people from those groups. With 
canvass reform, there will be what is being called the route 3 process, 

which will be a different route for some of those properties. We encourage 

and welcome that, because it will make things a bit easier. 

It is sometimes difficult to get the forms back from people, and a lot of 
people are suspicious; they do not want to fill in forms or give us their 

details, and they are reluctant to register. We have the same argument 
with the same people year after year, and probably we are never going to 

reach those people, but we still have to go through the process. It is a 
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burden and a problem, but I think canvass reform will address a lot of the 

issues that we deal with currently. 

Lord Dykes: Is there a notable percentage or incidence of recognisable 

groups when you talk about that? Are there particular groups where it is 

more of a problem? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: For us, it is more the area. We have pockets in 
different areas. Keswick, Cockermouth and some of the rural areas are 

perhaps easier to reach than some of the more industrial urban areas. We 
have Workington and Maryport in our area, and it is harder to reach some 
people sometimes in those areas than it is in other areas. It is an authority 

of two parts, and we see different elector or voter behaviour in different 
areas of the authority. There are different challenges throughout the 

authority. 

Mr Mark Emson: It comes back to the churn, does it not? There is a much 

higher churn in my authority than in Lindsay’s, and if people know that 
they are not going to be staying for a particularly long time, they are not 

going to complete the form. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Rented properties are difficult, because people 

are often there short term, and it can be difficult to reach them. If we can 
identify the landlord, it can be easier to try to get a response through that 

channel; but it takes time, and it is a burden to do that. 

Q66 Lord Campbell-Savours: There are half a million electors in the county 

of Cumbria. Have you ever heard of fraud in our county? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: No, not elector fraud. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. Secondly, do you think that ID at 
polling stations would be helpful? I will ask you separately in a minute, Mr 

Emson. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: No, not for us. We do not see elector fraud in 

polling stations, and we are not aware of any instances of it. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. That is all we need. 

Mr Emson, could you tell us about the problem in Peterborough, and what 

you are able to do about it? Do you have the resources to deal with it? We 

have read a number of reports about the problems you have. 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes, as I am sure you are aware there was an incident 
at elections in 2004, when three individuals were convicted of interfering 

with postal votes. As a result, Peterborough City Council, working alongside 
Cambridgeshire police, developed robust counterfraud mechanisms, which 
include wearing gloves while opening postal votes, looking at patterns in 

handwriting on votes that have been rejected and having a police presence 
on the streets when postal votes are being delivered. We also station 

officers at a number of our urban polling stations to prevent any forms of 

personation or intimidation. 
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Unfortunately, all that comes at a cost. To go back to that nugget again, 
as it currently stands, we are unable to claim those costs back from central 

government. If we are to continue to produce elections that the public have 
confidence in, we need funding for counterfraud initiatives, particularly the 

inclusion of police officers throughout the election period. 

We try to provide fair elections for all, which everyone is confident are fair 

and transparent. But even with all the measures we put into place, you are 
never going to eradicate the threat of fraud, as long as you have postal 

votes on demand. As soon as that pack goes through the letterbox, we 
cannot do anything about it; there is nothing to say that someone is not 
coerced by the head of the household or a landlord to say that they should 

vote in a particular way. We work with the police, and they investigate any 
such allegations, but people are unwilling to sign statements to that effect. 

As long as postal votes on demand continue, that shadow will always loom 

over elections. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: We understand that 18 authorities have been 
identified as in a similar position to yours. Do you not think there is an 

argument for having a two-tier system in the way the administration of 
elections works? It might well be two different budget structures and two 
different responsibilities placed on the two different authorities. Ms 

Tomlinson’s peaceful Cumbria appears very different from the rather active 

Peterborough. Is there not an argument for a difference in their treatment? 

Mr Mark Emson: Quite possibly. Since the introduction of social media, 
things have got worse for us from the administrative side of things. We 

had a parliamentary by-election in June, and immediately afterwards there 
were a lot of spurious claims on social media of things that clearly did not 

happen. Because all eyes in the country were on us for that one election, 
we were getting queries and complaints from up and down the country 
about things that clearly did not happen. There were half a dozen reports 

of fraud at that by-election, investigated by the police, none of which came 

to anything. 

For the Electoral Commission’s guide for authorities that are perhaps more 
susceptible to voter fraud, I would welcome what you suggest. A two-tier 

funding programme would give additional support to those authorities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I give you an example? You have CCTV 

cameras in polling stations in Peterborough, have you not? 

Mr Mark Emson: Correct. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: They do not have them in Allerdale, in Cumbria. 

Mr Mark Emson: No. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: There is already a differential. All I am saying 

is that it could be more formalised. 
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Mr Mark Emson: Absolutely. These are things we cannot claim for, but 
we need them in place to show our electors that everything is being done 

above board and that fraud is not taking place. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have another quick question for Ms Tomlinson. 
There is another form of fraud, is there not, where there are second 
homes? There are lots of second homes in Cumbria and people voting 

twice. What do you think we can do about that? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I do not know whether there is an easy answer. 
We have a lot of second homes, and people are entitled to register at both 
places; they can take part in local elections in both places, as students can 

with a university address and a home address. Until there is some kind of 
national checking system, it will be impossible to determine whether 

anyone has voted twice. There have been instances in previous elections 
where students have gone on social media and boasted about having voted 
twice. Other than people saying that they have done it, it will be impossible 

to detect, with the way the system currently works. 

The Chair: I have just one point on fraud, Mr Emson. You described the 
issue of postal votes and putting CCTV in polling stations, but is there any 

element of fraud in registration? 

Mr Mark Emson: Not to our knowledge. Because of the introduction of 

IER, every individual is checked against the Department for Work and 
Pensions database. If they do not come back as what we call a green 
match, with the DWP saying that everything is okay, we ask for further 

evidence from that individual, such as a passport or further documentation, 
to prove they are who they say they are. Apart from the fraud perspective, 

which I alluded to earlier, IER has been absolutely brilliant in Peterborough. 
It has eradicated the registration side of fraud; it is the postal vote side we 

have no idea about. 

Lord Hayward: On that subject, in relation to the by-election and the 

upcoming election, is there anything you are going to do differently, having 
learned from what was, no question, a bruising experience from social 

media and parties, et cetera?  

That is the first half of the question. Secondly, looking long term, would it 
be better if there were restrictions on the number of postal votes that any 

individual could hand in? If so, do you have thoughts on what those limits 

would be? 

Mr Mark Emson: There is not a great deal we would do differently. We 
had the nation’s media watching us all day long, and we were commended 

for the most part on how well run the election was. There were some 
aspects that came out of an independent review, which I am sure you saw, 

about potential family voting. That concerned us to begin with, but when 
we got further into the matter it was not in the urban areas, as people 
might suspect; it was in rural areas, with older couples asking each other 

who they should vote for, which is not the kind of fraudulent activity alluded 
to in the report. That is one thing we are going to tackle in much more 
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depth, through training and on signage at the polling station that your vote 

is yours alone and should not be discussed out loud. 

The other thing that came out of the report was about photography in 

polling stations. It is a terrible blight for us, because everyone in the 
country walks around with a camera in their pocket these days. It is not 
illegal to take a photograph of your ballot paper, but it is illegal to share 

what you put on it before the close of poll. That puts us in a very difficult 
situation. We will reiterate the point in our training sessions for our polling 

station staff. We are looking to employ extra staff in the more urban wards 
to help to police it and we will have extra signage to say that you must not 

take a photograph of your ballot paper. 

Lord Hayward: What about the question of handing in postal votes and 

the numbers that might be restricted, or otherwise? 

Mr Mark Emson: It is a great idea. We always have a briefing for 

candidates and agents before our polls, and explain to them that none of 
their representatives should handle postal votes at all; they should come 

directly to the returning officer. If something was put into legislation such 
that you were allowed to hand in only, say, two postal packs at one time 

at the polling station, I would welcome that. 

The Chair: You had a recall petition in Peterborough, did you not? 

Mr Mark Emson: We did. 

The Chair: Did that raise any problems at all? Was there any element of 
fraud or anything to do with that? Was it a straightforward kettle of fish, 

or not? 

Mr Mark Emson: It caused many problems, given the fact that no one had 

done one in the country before. The biggest task was getting our heads 
around the legislation, which, as you know, is quite new. In running the 
process of a continuous poll for six weeks, it became about finding venues; 

you can have up to 10 venues for a recall petition, and they have to be 
open Monday to Friday for six whole weeks. The testing part was trying to 

find venues to use and getting the whole process done. We come back to 
timetables not being long enough; the timetable for a recall petition is only 

10 days, so that was very testing. 

There was no sign of fraud. The only thing I would say is that, for 

Peterborough, it seemed like an exercise in futility, because we reached 
our 10% threshold on day 2 but we had to carry on running the polls for 

another 28 days. 

Lord Hayward: That is interesting. 

The Chair: It is a good point to make. 

Q67 Baroness Pidding: I think you have both already answered this question. 
We have heard that the Government do not adequately compensate 
councils for the cost of electoral registration and administration. Would you 
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agree that that is the case? If the Government were to provide greater 
compensation, would you do things differently? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I do not think we could do things differently. We 
do everything to the best of our ability, and we do what needs to be done; 

whether we have to absorb the cost ourselves is just part of it. What we 
might do, I suppose, if it was adequately compensated, is bring in extra 

temporary staff to help us, but those people need to have experience, 
because we are dealing with a complex area. Perhaps we could get more 
staff to help us with the massive task of getting people registered and doing 

the postal vote and proxy applications before the tight deadlines, but, as 

to how we do it, I think we do everything as it should be done. 

On the question of whether we would do things differently, knowing that 
things have gone wrong, it is difficult to make changes when there is a 

really tight timescale in a snap election. If you knew that things had not 
worked, you would need time to plan how you would do them differently; 
in a tight timescale such as we face in the next few weeks, it is very difficult 

to plan to do things differently. For registration, we will carry on doing what 
we have been doing and put the time and hours into doing that. If we could 

get money for extra staff, that would be helpful, but, as I said, there is the 

issue of training people and having them available to call on. 

Q68 Lord Janvrin: If you had an “Am I registered?” look-up facility, would that 
reduce your costs? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: It would, yes, because we get a lot of duplicates, 
and that needs someone on the team to work through them. You have to 
get a certain way through the process of dealing with an application before 

you realise that it is a duplicate, so you waste time on dealing with that. 
We get a fair few, and it takes team resource to deal with them. An online 

facility would be very welcome, and I think it would reduce our costs. 

Mr Mark Emson: That will increase dramatically with the deadline for the 

forthcoming general election. 

Lord Janvrin: The duplicates? 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes, there will be a great number of people who decide 

that they need to register themselves several times. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: The problem is that the issue of duplicates comes 

at a time when we are least able to deal with it, because we are so busy 
with the massive task of organising the election. The separate issue of 

dealing with the duplicate registrations takes time away from other tasks. 

Q69 Baroness Mallalieu: In your very different authorities, what do you 

reckon it is costing in finance and resources to bring in the individual 
registration system, and ongoing? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I had a look at how much we had spent on IER. 
It is sometimes difficult to unpick the different parts of the process, but we 
try to keep everything coded differently so that we can work it out. As you 

probably know, we get funding for IER, and we can apply for top-up 
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funding; it is a justification-led bidding process. We try to keep on top of 

it, but it can be difficult. 

During a canvass round, which is August to December, I estimate that we 

probably spend about £8,000 on having forms printed and posted, and we 
use our printer to do that because it is cheaper and more efficient to do it 
that way. Then there is the ongoing ITR process throughout the year and 

the staff resource for dealing with it. We are probably not far short of 
£20,000 each year, just in a small authority like ours, to deal with the 

additional ITR burden. 

Mr Mark Emson: It is dramatically different for Peterborough. On current 

estimates for the 2019 canvass, I think we will have a shortfall of between 

£90,000 and £100,000. 

Baroness Mallalieu: What, if any, are your concerns about the cost 

implications of the proposals to introduce voter ID? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: It is a worry, because we hear that electors who 
do not have ID to hand will be provided with elector ID through the local 

authority. Who is going to do that task? Are we going to be funded to 
provide that service? Are we going to be given the equipment to provide 

those ID cards? The burden is likely to come when we are very busy already 
running a major election, so our team resources will be stretched to the 

limit anyway, and we are potentially going to have to bring in additional 

people to provide that service. 

Electoral ID in stations may push more people towards having a postal 
vote, so you may be trying to deal with fraud in one area but opening up 
the potential for it elsewhere. As we heard from Mark, with postal voter 

fraud, it is difficult to have control of the postal pack once it has gone 
through the letterbox. You may be forcing more people down the postal 

vote route, when for genuine reasons they do not have ID. I know 
anecdotally, from trying to get ID from people who cannot get on to the 

register through the DWP matching service, that a lot of people in our area 
do not have a passport or a driving licence; they are the kind of people we 

are going to have to provide ID for. 

As regards hard to reach groups, we have had instances at by-elections in 
some urban areas when the turnout at polling stations was 2%. That was 

bumped up by the postal vote turnout, but it was still 2% in the stations. 
Voter ID will have a considerable impact on those areas. There is certainly 

real concern about cost and how it will be funded from our resource. 

Mr Mark Emson: It depends on whether there will be national voter ID, 

or whether it will be individual to that authority, especially bearing in mind 
that it is still legal to register at numerous properties and holiday homes, 

and when students are away. Would they need two separate forms of ID, 

depending on where they were going to cast their vote? 

On the implications, we did a light form of voter ID last year and requested 
all our proxy voters to show photographic ID at the polling station. We 
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obviously implemented a process whereby we could produce a bespoke 
voter ID for them; it was just a letter with their photograph on it. Strangely 

enough, no one needed it; they had photo ID that was adequate already. 

As Lindsay said, when it comes to registering individuals, a great number 
cannot produce a passport or a driving licence. I can see an added burden 
at already busy times, right before an election, with people saying that 

they do not have ID, or saying on polling day itself, “I’ve been to my polling 
station and they’ve told me I need ID. I need it now”. That will be a 

considerable cost, not only monetary but in our resources, which we cannot 

spare on that day. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That brings me directly to my next question. 
One-word answers would be very helpful. Do you think a national identity 

card would be helpful? Could we have a reply from each of you? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Do you mean a national identity card provided 

by someone other than the authority? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, it would be a national identity card. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: In that case, yes. 

Mr Mark Emson: Yes, it would be helpful. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. 

Q70 Baroness Suttie: I would like to turn to the annual canvass. You have 

both touched on it already, but could you say a bit more about the key 
problems and what changes you would like to see the Government consider 

as part of their reforms? 

Mr Mark Emson: As I mentioned earlier, the current proposals are 
certainly, from an administrative point of view, going in the right direction. 

If nothing has changed, why do we need to hear about it? We could be 
sending out a letter confirming those we have registered there and, if 

nothing has changed, we do nothing. They have estimated for most 
authorities around the country that that should cater for about 70% of the 

authority’s electorate. If that is true, it takes a massive burden in the 
current canvass away from us. Obviously, only time will tell how true that 

is, and it will vary, of course, across authorities.  

I honestly think it is the way forward, and I am looking forward to it being 
implemented. Whether that will still be the case next year, with the chance 

of an election being called, time will tell. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I agree. I would welcome canvass reform, which 
will certainly help us. In a rural authority, it is very costly to carry out the 
door-knocking stage. We have to send out a few forms and then send 

people out physically to knock on doors to get the completed forms. In a 
rural area, it can be very costly in mileage for staff doing that; you might 

send them 30 miles and they come back with one form. 
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It is certainly more cost effective in urban areas, but we have an awful lot 
of properties in the rural heart of the area. With a lot of our properties, we 

try to do a lot of data matching, with the limited access to data within our 
authority. We try to identify empty properties, second homes and holiday 

lets to knock them out of the process, so that we do not have to canvass 

them. 

Canvass reform would be very welcome. My concern, which I raised earlier, 
is that if we are trying to access data from other authorities, and from the 

county council, we need some strengthening of their requirements to 
provide that, because we cannot do a proper full data match locally before 
we carry out the canvass. We will need some strengthening of the 

requirements to provide data, but certainly I think the reform is to be 

welcomed. 

Q71 Lord Janvrin: To go back to the Act, apart from IER, there were a number 
of administrative changes in the later sections. Which administrative 

changes brought in by the Act have had the biggest impact on your ability 
to deliver elections? Are there other measures that you think might further 

improve electoral administration? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: We are very pleased about extending the 
parliamentary timetable from 17 to 25 days. I still think it is not long 

enough, but it is certainly better than the 17 days we used to have to try 

to deal with. That has only been a benefit.  

The online list of electors is something we could have done with as part of 

the change, so I would welcome that. 

Lord Janvrin: That is the look-up facility. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: Yes. 

We need to do something about overseas electors. It is a real difficulty, 
particularly the proposal, which I know has been circulated for a while, to 
remove the 15-year limit. It is a big administrative burden to check the 

eligibility of overseas electors—that they are within 15 years and have been 
registered previously. We physically have to go through old copies of the 

registers from 14 or 15 years ago to check, and the annual renewal of their 

overseas registration is another task we have to do. 

There is the issue of getting their postal votes back. At the moment, we 
have overseas electors who are in-station voters. There should be 

something to stop that being possible and making it easier for them to get 
their votes cast. Whether that is by insisting on proxies or something else, 

I do not know.  

It needs to be addressed, because it is a huge burden and a huge issue 

and, quite rightly, people get very angry. We try to explain the timetables 
and the situation but, ultimately, they blame us if they do not get their 
postal vote back in time, and that can be very demoralising. It takes a lot 

of our time to deal with those complaints and issues. 
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Mr Mark Emson: On the pluses, there is the ability for the returning officer 
to make minor amendments to nomination papers. You would be amazed 

at how many candidates do not know how to spell the word “independent”, 
or have even put the wrong date. We have to put word for word something 

that has been written, which then goes on to the ballot paper, and the 
change could save some candidates from massive embarrassment, so I 

welcome that. It will stop the phone calls when the nominations are 

published. 

To go back to what Lindsay said about the timetable, it is great that it was 
extended, but it is still not enough. The current deadline for the delivery of 
nomination papers is 19 days before the poll. That is too short when you 

consider that we have to liaise with a handful of specialist printers across 
the country, which gives us sometimes a matter of hours to proofread 

ballot papers. They are important documents that need to be considered 
carefully, and we are under ridiculous timescales to get them to our 
printers so that we can get everything sent out, especially for overseas 

electors and postal votes in general. We would like an extension to the 

timetable. 

Lord Lexden: You say it should be more than 25 days. How much longer? 

Mr Mark Emson: However long you can give us. 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I would extend it by five days. That will give us 
a bit of comfort. As Mark said, proofing ballot papers is an important job. 
The parliamentary election is one thing, but for local elections we had 36 

elections to run in May, and I had a team of people proofing papers. I was 
online at 2 o’clock in the morning, proofing them, because you have to do 

it to such a tight timescale. Pulling everything back, even by five days, 

would really help us in that task. 

Q72 The Chair: The other side of that coin, of course, is whether the public 
would put up with another five days’ campaigning. 

Our job, as a post-legislative scrutiny committee, is to ask whether the Bill 
is fit for purpose. Is there any one thing you want to spit back to us and 
say, “If there’s one thing that could come out of your report, it would be 

X”? 

Ms Lindsay Tomlinson: I have a shopping list of things we could do with, 

to be honest, but the funding is a real worry and concern, so it would be 

making sure that we are properly funded for the task we have to carry out. 

Mr Mark Emson: I am going to be greedy and say two things: the 

timetable and looking at postal votes on demand. 

The Chair: Thank you very much indeed for giving us the benefit of your 
experience. We wish you well in the few weeks ahead, and beyond of 

course.  
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Peter Stanyon, Chief Executive, Association of Electoral Administrators   

Q17 The Chairman: Good afternoon and welcome to this evidence session of 
the Select Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 

2013. You have in front of you a list of interests that have been declared 
by members of the Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the 
parliamentary website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and 

published on the Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make 
corrections to that transcript where necessary. 

I will come in with the first question. One of the reasons given for the 
introduction of the Act was to tackle fraud. Has it been successful in this? 
Are there other vulnerabilities to fraud that have still not been addressed? 

Peter Stanyon: The biggest benefit of the Act was that we can now be 
assured of the identity of each elector, in that we know there is a person 

of that name in the UK. Prior to individual electoral registration coming into 
being, it was simply household registration. We were effectively taking the 
details of the individual on face value. Now, with the verification process in 

place, it is clear that there is somebody of that name or that identity in the 
UK. As a result of that, yes, it can be argued that we are putting the names 

of people in the electoral register who are legitimate; there are no more 

applications that are fraudulent in that way. 

Having said that, there is still no residency validation. It is still down to 
each individual electoral registration officer to be satisfied the individual 

themselves is living or residing in the property they are making the 
application to register at. In terms of the vulnerability, although we are 
certain or more certain that the individual exists as an individual entity, 
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there is still that weakness in the system about the validation of the fact 
that somebody lives at the property they say they do. It is certainly a more 

robust system, but it is not the perfect system as things stand, because 

you are still reliant on the applications being made.  

There are still some elements of doubt. I am sure that some of the later 
questions will be with regard to the additional challenges that are being 

faced by administrators. We have taken one element away, but we still 
have the same element of being sure the person lives at the property they 

say they live at. It is almost a double-edged sword, but, in the scheme of 
things, it is certainly a more secure system. It has not removed but has 
lessened the ability of somebody who does not exist to make the 

application to join the electoral register.  

The Chairman: How would you tackle that? 

Peter Stanyon: In terms of residency, it is difficult. Ultimately, there is 

still a need for EROs—electoral registration officers—to make the checks 
on individuals. One of the key changes that is rolling through the world of 

electoral registration is recognition of the need to share data and the need 
to use public records to validate against other sources that public 
authorities hold. That may well be one route. That is being done as part of 

this process; it is an element of that assuredness.  

Ultimately, there are simple routes as well. A person making an application 
simply provides evidence that they live at the property at the time. The 
biggest potential area for fraud is when someone makes an application late 

on prior to an election. The potential for fraud is in the run-up to a poll, 
because the checks that may be taking place now are easier to undertake 

than in those last few days. There could be something that says that an 
application that comes in should be with supporting evidence to take away 
that doubt. There could be a requirement for a link into things such as 

council tax, other council records and other government-held records. It is 

those sorts of things. It is a jigsaw puzzle. 

The simplest way around it, though the most cost-intensive, is to knock on 
the door and see whether the individual lives there. The reality of the time 

and the resource we have available makes that very difficult. 

Q18 Lord Lexden: You anticipated a question about the burden of work, and 

here it is. Could you tell us, please, how the introduction of individual 
electoral registration has affected what you and your colleagues do? 

Perhaps you could also give us an assessment of the benefits and 
disadvantages of the new system.  

Peter Stanyon: It was a sea change when it came in. In terms of process 

prior to individual electoral registration coming into being, we had rolling 
registration. We had a more living, breathing register compared to what 

we had prior to rolling registration coming in. There was the ability to make 

it slightly more accurate ahead of elections.  

The majority of the change to process was identified during the annual 
canvass period. That has changed. That is the fundamental change in terms 
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of process. It is now an auditing exercise, in which you are identifying 
individuals and deciding whether they should be invited to register to vote 

on that basis. The two-stage process has been quite significant in terms of 
that. In terms of workflow, there is now the obligation on registration 

officers to identify potential electors, which was not there previously. That 

all came through the annual canvassing process.  

The biggest sea change was the fact that online registration came into 
being. That fundamentally changed the process. It is still very much a 

paper-based system. Registration officers must send out predetermined 
forms designed by the Electoral Commission. They are A3. A lot of paper 
goes out. There are significantly reduced numbers coming back in, but it 

has also moved the ability of citizens to register once, twice, or three times 
in some instances, right up to the deadlines. Previously, it would be in 

paper form. 

I talk about virtual piles of applications. I did a training course for some 

returning officers only last week, and I said that one of the things you 
would see, if you went into an electoral services office before an election 

prior to IER coming into being, would be piles of applications. You would 
know how much pressure that team was under to process them. That is 
not there now. Those piles are virtual. They come in much later and there 

is the ability for individuals to make more than one application in that way.  

There has been a fundamental change to the way the electoral 
administrators react and work with their local authorities. It is not about 
obtaining the information during that one period of the year; it is now a 

year-round process. The fact that you are seeking that information has 
fundamentally changed the way an electoral administrator will approach 

these things. It has been an absolutely huge change to the work of the 

electoral administrators.  

There are lots of benefits to being able to do that, certainly for the citizen. 
One disbenefit or disadvantage is that the pressure of electoral registration 

is being moved right into the election cycle, because registration effectively 
closes five days before a poll. It can go right up until 9 pm on polling day. 
That register is still living and breathing, with information coming in two 

ways. I made the point to the Committee in an earlier session that, 
certainly in England and Wales, the individuals who are delivering the 

election are the same people who are delivering the registration process. 
The biggest challenge to elections recently has been as a direct result of 

registration seeping into the elections process.  

It is massively beneficial for the citizen and for democracy generally, but 

there are huge administrative challenges presented to electoral services 

officers up and down the country.  

Lord Lexden: How have your colleagues adapted to these significant 

changes? 

Peter Stanyon: They have adapted very well. “Adapted” is the exact word. 
It has been a learning exercise. If I remember rightly, there was a 
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parliamentary election not long after individual electoral registration came 
into being, so it was very much about learning. It was almost a fire-fighting 

exercise to ensure that the registers were as complete and accurate as 
possible as we moved into that election. The more fundamental move is to 

go to the year-round canvassing, and that is being developed as we go 

through. Yes, the profession has moved from where it was.  

The other thing to add is the reliance on software and the ability for IT 
systems to produce what administrators need because of that fast-moving 

environment. Previously, it was registration, election, registration, 

election. That has now gone.  

Q19 Baroness Pidding: My question is in two parts. Has the introduction of 
individual electoral registration had any impact, positive or negative, on 

the efforts to identify and reach underregistered groups? Are there any 
examples of good practice in identifying and registering those people? 

Peter Stanyon: It certainly introduced challenges. With the household 

registration process, the most high-level example would be student halls 
of accommodation at universities. Under the previous system, the bursar 

or the administrator would provide a list of students and they would just 
be added on to the electoral register. There was effectively no choice for 
the student in that way. There is evidence that shows significant drops in 

registration in some university towns in wards where there are students, 
because the previous automatic registration, if we can call it that, did not 

happen. 

The same has seeped across to residential care homes where there is a 

constant flow of residents. Previously, the head of the home provided that 
information. Now that is not the case. They have to provide that 

information and then we have to seek additional information from 
individuals. Anonymous registration has been moved on as a result of 
changes made very recently. That made it slightly more difficult to register 

individuals in such groups, as with young people generally. The 
underrepresented groups have not changed; they are still exactly the same 

groups. Registering them is more difficult because of the two-stage process 

now. Good practice will be intermittent across the country.  

Going back to the student registration, the best example that is quoted is 
in Sheffield, where there is a very close working relationship with the 

registration officer at the University of Sheffield and Sheffield Hallam, and 
places like that. That means that there is two-way communication. That is 
not consistent across the UK. In some areas, there is a reluctance to share 

that information. As a result, the Office for Students has produced guidance 
for students that kicks in this autumn about how there is an expectation 

on universities and colleges to assist the identification of individuals 

themselves.  

In terms of the identification of individuals, there is still a requirement to 
advise us of the individuals in these locations. Registration of those 

individuals is much harder as a direct result of the move to individual 
electoral registration. The good practice very much depends on the working 
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relationship that the registration officer is able to develop with that 
individual establishment, whether that be a university, a residential care 

home or whatever. 

Baroness Pidding: Are you aware of any examples of good practice where 

officers have been able to reach out to BAME communities? 

Peter Stanyon: I cannot quote specific examples, but I am aware that a 
number of local authorities have done exactly that. Knowing the correct 

language or the correct levers to use to encourage people to register 
depends very much on working closely with community leaders and the 
organisations that represent the particular group. For young people, often 

the lever is to tell them about the benefit of being able to obtain credit by 
being on the electoral register. They can move into building their credit file 

through that linkage to the electoral register.  

The approach advised by the Electoral Commission, which we fully endorse 

and support, is that it is about the working relationship that registration 
officers build with all elements of the community, whether that is BAME, 

students or young people. It is about working with those who are working 
directly with those individuals on a day-to-day basis. The language that is 
used will then be the correct language that will be the endorsement of the 

benefits of registering, whether that is simply to obtain credit and get on 

the register or to participate in the democratic process through elections. 

Q20 Lord Wills: My apologies for arriving late. At the time the Bill was going 
through the Lords, I recall the Minister discounting the effect of the system 

of registration on levels of registration among hard-to-reach groups. He 
argued at the time that far more important was the level of interest in 

politics. He exhorted everybody in the House to get more engaged. Since 
then, there has been some evidence to suggest that he was right, with the 
levels of registration going up at times of high electoral interest.  

In light of the experience, how far has this new system of registration been 
responsible for the levels of registration among these hard-to-reach 

groups? How far is it to do with a general level of engagement or 
disengagement with politics? 

Peter Stanyon: It is your second point: the engagement or 

disengagement with politics generally. From the points we have picked up, 
whether there is engagement is regardless, in many respects, of the groups 

themselves. There are certain groups where you get the buy-in. I have 
some statistics that show exactly what you mentioned. One of the 
fundamental changes is event-driven registration. That has fundamentally 

changed where we are at.  

Just after the 2017 parliamentary election, there had been 21.5 million 
registrations online, of which 7.5% had been made on three single days 
out of the 2,000 days. They were all in the run-up to the UK parliamentary 

election in 2015, the EU referendum in 2016 and the UK parliamentary 
election in 2017. They were the spikes. There were 500,000 on each of 

those days. The shift has been on the basis that event-driven registration 
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has affected the process that electoral registration officers follow, because 

it is aimed towards that register on polling day.  

In terms of the disengagement or perceived disengagement in certain 

groups, you will see similar spikes in the statistics, but again it comes down 
to the language that is being used to encourage individual groups, such as 
students, BAME, young people or people in residential care homes, as to 

their engagement in the political process. First, are they able? Secondly, 

are they going to engage in the actual voting process itself?  

Lord Wills: For those of us who have spent a lot of our lives engaged in 
the practice of democratic politics, it is a rather worrying sign that generally 

there are large numbers of people who only get engaged when something 
is hitting the headlines. Of course, what happens in this place affects 

everybody all the time. Is there a case for a more systemic approach, 
certainly in schools and colleges, towards civic education? Would that help 

this process of registration to increase? 

Peter Stanyon: Citizenship is a national curriculum requirement. Schools 

struggle to build that in because of the other pressures on them, but, yes, 
absolutely. I have given presentations to schools and they have been very 
well regarded. It is about making it real to young people about what this 

actually means. When you talk about the history of this place and the 
history of democracy, it is fascinating. You can see that almost in the 

history stream. 

The nature of registration under IER has now fundamentally shifted. With 

the canvass reform things coming, it is accepted and recognised that there 
is a need for there to be a canvass of sorts, whether that be an audit or 

something else. It is about the need to maintain registration levels at a 
reasonable level. That is on the back of the fact that, because of the easy 
way in which citizens can now engage with the registration process, in 

some ways it does not matter if someone is not registered three months 
out. The most important thing is five days before the poll when the register 

shuts down. 

One of the fundamental shifts that IER introduced is that there is still a 

requirement to revise and republish the register on 1 December, but that 
is not the most complete register. The most complete register, ironically, 

is the one a month after the election, when you have taken off the people 
who should not have been there. The fundamental thing is to make sure 
that, when you walk through that polling station, you have been given that 

opportunity. That is a big benefit in relation to the spikes coming in. The 
disbenefit is that in some respects it means that the registration levels are 

slightly lower, particularly in non-election years.  

Colleagues in Scotland spoke to me about this recently. They had a raft of 

polls back to back for a long time. They have not had one in a while now 
and they do not expect one until 2021, subject to unexpected events. 

Therefore, the quality of the register is coming down, but they know they 
have to resource up for that huge spike in registrations as they go in. That 

applies equally to any of the individual groups we have talked about. 
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Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I give you some stats that I took off the 
ONS this morning? The population in 1997 was 58.31 million. The 

population in 2019 is 67.53 million. That is an increase of 9.22 million. The 
electoral register has only gone up by 3.1 million. What has happened 

there? 

Peter Stanyon: I can only surmise. I cannot give you the full facts, 

because I do not know them. The electoral register is based on the 
nationality of British, Irish and Commonwealth citizens. It is a far more 

multicultural society. There may well also be an element of individuals who 
are not eligible to register. The classic example is an American citizen. They 
will live here and pay tax here, but they will not be able to register to vote 

here because of the franchise. There may also be an element of there being 

a younger population of those who have not yet reached the franchise age.  

It was not for want of trying. Electoral registration officers are trying to get 
individuals on the register, but one of the biggest challenges is the fact 

that it is still effectively a voluntary system. It is not a truly voluntary 
system, because there is a requirement to provide truthful information to 

registration officers, but it is resource-intensive to try to identify somebody 
if they are adamant that they do not wish to go on the electoral register 

for whatever reason. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could that be one reason for the 3.1 million on 

one side and 9.22 million on the other? Are people simply refusing to 

register under the new system? 

Peter Stanyon: Whether or not they are refusing to register on the new 
system, there has always been a reluctance to register. It may well be that, 

absolutely. Whereas previously the head of a home or one person in a 
home will have filled in that form, now if there are five people in the 

property, three may register and the other two will not.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: On that very matter, can I take you back to the 

old system of household registration and ask you a question? I suspect it 
will require a lot of courage to answer it in the way I would want it 

answered.  

If we kept the old system and simply enforced greater ID control at the 
polling station, would that not have solved the problem? This was driven 

by fraud, originally. All the documents talk about fraud being the original 
driver. If we had greater ID control at the polling station in conjunction 

with the original household registration system, what would have been the 

flaws in that as a solution? 

Peter Stanyon: In terms of the actual voting process, which is the primary 
reason for the electoral register, I see potential merit in what you are 

saying. Ultimately, it is about identifying the individual at the polling 
station, which is obviously the purpose of the voter ID pilots that have run 
in the last couple of years. However, the electoral register is not used solely 

for voting purposes. It is used for crime prevention and detection, and by 

credit referencing agencies to identify individuals as part of other records. 
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Lord Campbell-Savours: That was never the driver, was it? 

Peter Stanyon: No. The fraud was electoral fraud, but the point I am 
trying to get at is whether registration would have been as complete and 

accurate if it was left in that way. The flaws in the previous system that 
were identified by the various experts would have still been there, but it 

would have resolved the issue when it came to polling stations.  

Lord Janvrin: I have two questions on resources, but can I just come back 

to something you have said? I just do not quite understand the process. 
You said that the register is most accurate a month after an election, 
because you have been able to take out those who should not be on the 

register. Could you just expand on that? Who are the people you take out? 
How do you know they should not be on the register? Is it simply that they 

do not turn up? Is there an investigating process?  

Peter Stanyon: Basically, it is seen as being the most accurate register 

because you have the new applications coming on prior to the election. 
That is the positive element to it. This is not the right word, but the 

negative element is those coming off. When official poll cards are sent out 
to addresses and then sent back, an elector might have moved away 

recently.  

It is about cleansing the register using information that has been gleaned 

during the elections process. It is not a straightforward case of just taking 
someone off because the card comes back. There is an investigation 
process. There is a requirement, except in a case where somebody is 

deceased. It is a case of getting a second source of evidence to prove that 
someone is gone. I say “negative”, but it is not negative. It is about 

cleansing the register of those who have been identified through the 

election. 

Q21 Lord Janvrin: Can I come back to resources, a subject that is no doubt 
close to your heart? What assessment has been made of the financial and 

resource costs of the individual electoral registration system? Do electoral 
registration officers have adequate resources to do their job? 

Peter Stanyon: I do not have figures for the amount of money and 

resources that have been spent nationally. The Cabinet Office will have 
those figures. The first year in which IER rolled out, the Cabinet Office put 

aside £13 million of additional funding to meet the additional costs that 
were incurred by the introduction of individual electoral registration, 
primarily from things like the requirement for A3 forms and the 

requirement to process every applicant rather than the household if there 
was an application. There was also a justification-led bid process for 

electoral registration officers who identified that they were meeting 

additional costs as a direct result.  

There are statistics, although I do not have them with me. There was a 
falling scale of top-up funding to registration officers and local authorities, 

which ends this financial year. Effectively, that is being cut off at this 
particular point. There are no records, to my knowledge, of the additional 
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costs incurred by local authorities. It is purely that top-up funding on top 
of local authorities, because local authorities changed the way they did 

things. Some local authorities will charge all their postage costs to a central 
budget, some will charge them out. It is difficult to get those true costs in 

that way.  

On the face of it, it is a more expensive system, but we are getting to the 

point where efficiencies are being driven by online registration and there 
has been a reduction in the need to call necessarily at every property, as 

previously. That was the Government’s view of the reason for a reduction 
in the actual costs themselves. That will in effect be a nil cost for the next 

financial year, as things stand.  

Do local authorities and EROs have the resources to do their job? It will 

vary from local authority to local authority. Some are very much struggling 
and will be doing the bare minimum according to law and, in some respects, 
possibly less than what is required according to law. It is very difficult to 

keep the year-round canvassing going. Others will have thrown an awful 
lot of resource at it to ensure that their registers are accurate. There are 

almost two ways of looking at it. You either rely on event-led registration, 
because you are going to get that anyway, or you do your best and then 
have the resource implications ahead of a poll. The other end of the 

spectrum is where you end up having a process where you keep the 
register as up to date as possible across the year and then that negates 

those spikes just ahead of polls. 

They will be somewhere in between. It very much depends on the local 

authority concerned and its battle for resources. According to law, local 
authorities must provide electoral registration officers with sufficient 

resources to maintain a complete and accurate register. It has never been 
tested before in court. At the end of the day, it is the argument about 
whether resources go to social services or to registering people to vote. 

That is a local decision. The Cabinet Office accepted that additional costs 
were incurred by the introduction of IER, but they are now being tailed off. 

Effectively, local authorities are now taking that resource in-house 

themselves.  

Lord Hayward: Can I just follow up on that? I am conscious that, 
particularly in recent years, we have imposed an ever-increasing burden of 

elections with regional mayors, police and crime commissioners and the 
like. Parts of Northumbria, for example, started on a local election process 
in March and have a police and crime commissioner by-election still 

running. In effect, they have been running elections for about five months.  

In AEA’s evidence before this Committee, you referred to this spike of 
hundreds of thousands of people. Would it be possible for individuals to 
have online access to check whether they are registered but not to change 

the register? It is clear that a lot of the people who made applications were 
making them because they were not sure whether they were there. If I 

had the opportunity to look on Southwark Council’s register, for example, 
I would know whether I was there. Therefore, are large numbers of those 
people not applying to go on the electoral roll because they are actually 
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already there?  

Peter Stanyon: Potentially, yes. The issue comes down to the security of 

the individual’s records.  

Lord Hayward: Presumably they would be secure if they were read-only. 

Peter Stanyon: The electoral register is a public document. It is available 
for the very good reason of the integrity of the electoral process. 

Historically, people can challenge the individuals who are there. That is 
now done under supervision. If I go to Southwark Council, for example, 
and I see my colleague Fran there, she will sit with me while I look at the 

electoral register. That is the safety check. 

The ideal situation would be that, yes, you could go online and check to 

see what your record is. The biggest challenge is that Peter Stanyon can 
go online and check his record, but can he go on and check his wife’s 

record? What stops me from surfing in that respect? How do we know a 
John Smith is a John Smith? There are a number of technical challenges, 
one of which is the fact that there is no single point of record, other than 

a national insurance number, that individuals hold. There is a date of birth, 
but it is the national insurance number. There is reluctance to release that 

to allow individuals to look online and use that as their record to check. 

You can do it on individual local councils’ websites. They will have set up a 

customer ID record that you register with your local authority. That will 
often cover 30%, 40% or 50% of the local electorate. They have given 

their permission to the local authority and they have an ID number to go 
in on. That is the biggest challenge: how do you stop someone surfing to 
check whether someone is at an address or not? I do not know whether I 

have answered the question.  

Lord Hayward: You can surf by turning up at a library and asking for the 

electoral roll. What is the difference between doing that and going online? 

Peter Stanyon: The electoral register that you see in a library will be the 
edited version, where the individual has not made the request to hold their 

details privately. In fact, the majority of electoral registration officers have 
now withheld the full registers from libraries and other public sources, 
because the obligation is for the inspection of the register to be done under 

supervision. If you want to see the full register at the central library in 
Southwark, you will see it under supervision. That is only the Southwark 

library.  

I am giving these things as reasons why you could not have a look-up 

facility. I would love to have a look-up facility, but it is about what checks 
and balances are in place to make sure that somebody is not sitting in 

Glasgow trying to find out the details of someone in Cornwall. That is the 
difficulty that has been shown to us. At the end of the day, there are 

380-plus electoral registers around the UK. How do you join them all up? 

Lord Hayward: That is a different matter. 
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Peter Stanyon: To do something online, you would need to go to the 
individual local authority or through that local authority in some way to 

identify that. The only other places where you can see all the registers are 
the British Library, the National Library of Scotland and the National Library 

of Wales, but, again, under supervision. It is one of those clashes between 

access and ability.  

Anything that would ease an electoral administrator’s life by stopping 
duplicate applications coming through would be welcomed. The issue 

comes down to the fact that the system is not there at the moment to do 

that. 

Q22 Baroness Suttie: The last time we met, you were not actually on the 
record giving evidence. Can you recall how much it costs per person who 

wants to double-check online that they are on the electoral register? 

Peter Stanyon: You mean to check? 

Baroness Suttie: I have done it on a few occasions myself. I am 
registered in two different places, and when I have wanted to make doubly 

sure that I was on the electoral register I have gone online and 

re-registered. How much does that cost?  

Peter Stanyon: I do not know the actual physical cost. The thing with 
duplicate registrations, which is what that would be classed as, is that it 

takes as long to process a duplicate registration and identify that it is the 
same person as it does to process a brand new application. There is no 

difference in the time taken to process. 

The statistic I quoted from our records the last time I sat before the 
Committee was that in the run-up to the 2017 general election, 60% of 

applications were duplicates, and 40% were new. One hundred per cent of 
those applications took time, but that generated 40% new applications. 

The positive aspect is that new people were going on. I cannot give you 
monetary figures, but the simple answer is that it takes the same amount 

of time not to register a duplicate, because you are identifying that is who 

it is, as it does to register a brand new application.  

Q23 The Chairman: I have a further question, which I would like you to 
consider. I am sure the AEA is a splendid body.  

Peter Stanyon: It is the best.  

The Chairman: To what extent is this fraternity recognised? You talked 

about running training courses and so on. Is every electoral returning 
officer a member? Are they all in the club? What about attending the 
courses? Do they all attend the courses? Do they say, “Just a minute. We 

have enough with the Electoral Commission on our backs without fellows 
like this”? Can you give us a feel for the standing of your organisation with 

the people who ought to be perhaps your fiercest supporters? 

Peter Stanyon: That is a very good question. That is right on the spot 
there, is it not? We have just under 2,000 members. The vast majority of 

them are those who deliver the process rather than returning officers, 
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because Solace will represent returning officers, although we have some 

returning officers on our books.  

In terms of standing in the community, when I was before you previously 

I mentioned that the organisation was set up 31 years ago because the 
Electoral Commission did not exist. It was about sharing good practice and 
peer support. We have developed training. We are now spoken to by 

government and invited by the Cabinet Office, the Home Office, MHCLG, 
and by this very Committee, because we are able to represent those who 

deliver the actual process itself.  

We have 11 regional branches. They all work individually, and then we 

have a national organisation. I have just come from a branch round table 
where they are talking about what more we, as an organisation, can do for 

those who are delivering the process. Do we have every electoral 

administrator registered? No. That is the simple answer.  

Our membership fee is £50 a year, and for that they get access to a lot of 
information. In the European parliamentary elections that have just 

passed, we were able to pass information to more people than the Cabinet 
Office and the regional returning officers simply because we have the 
database to do so and to get the messages out. We are represented in all 

but one local authority in the UK. We represent people in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland, Wales and England, apart from one local authority.  

Although the coverage is not universal, local authorities have universal 
access to the resources that we have. We act as a conduit for information 

from the Cabinet Office and the Electoral Commission. I would not go so 
far as to say that we act as a lobbying body, because we are not a lobbying 

body. We are there to say, “These are the practical implications for a 
change in policy”. We are listened to when it comes to what changes are a 
sensible move. We have no right to be at the top table, but we have fought 

our way to that top table and so are a critical friend in that way. That is 
probably the best answer I can give you. I do not know whether that 

answers your question. 

The Chairman: That is helpful. I want to ask you specifically about that 

one local authority. We might talk to our clerk as to whether that would be 

a place that we might visit. 

Q24 Baroness Suttie: Could you say a bit more about your assessment of the 
voter ID pilots? If they are rolled out further, what impact is that likely to 

have? What extra resources and support would electoral administrators 
need? 

Peter Stanyon: The Electoral Commission has just reported its 

assessment of the pilots. I would place on record that the returning officers 
and electoral administrators need to be lauded for the efforts they made 

over the last two rounds of pilots. They took the challenge head on. Lots 
of lessons were learned. We do not necessarily have a view as to whether 

voter ID is required. It is about the perception of fraud. As things stand, it 
has always been a trust-based system. Are we reaching a point where more 
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than trust is needed in the form of identification? That is a policy decision 

for government. 

We are concerned. We do not yet know what the voter ID system will be. 

There are four separate schemes that were tested over the last two years, 
and we still do not know what the final system will be. Because of that, we 
have concerns. According to the current timetable, rollout will be at the 

2022 general election, the next scheduled election. That will be the first 
time many electoral administrators have the opportunity to do so. Only 20 

or so local authorities have been involved so far. 

We have concerns about ramping up the ability to cope with a general 

election-sized turnout, which will be 65% to 70% in some areas, compared 
to the 35% to 40% average for local government elections. What will be 

the implications? For the pilot authority areas, it is reasonably 
straightforward. They have been there; they understand the challenges. It 
will be very much a case of how we share that good practice down to those 

who have not yet had the opportunity to roll the pilots out.  

An awful lot of responsibility will be thrust into the laps of volunteers. 
Electoral administrators will be able to train them and provide the relevant 
guidance, but ultimately the presiding officers and poll clerks in polling 

stations are volunteers. They do it for one day a year out of 365. Whether 
they will do exactly the checks that they are required to do across the 

whole of the UK will be a challenge. 

We have to consider polling stations and practical things. There will 

inevitably be delays in polling stations where someone has not come with 
the correct ID. With a higher turnout, will that cause issues? There are lots 

of ifs, buts and maybes. This is the uncertainty. Is there back-office 
support? Assuming it is a photo ID or a mixed-model approach, what will 
the implications be for local authorities to produce that back-office ID, the 

photograph ID, to take instead of a passport or driver’s licence, et cetera? 
There are also concerns about the timing of the legislation. We are in a 

very uncertain period of legislation at the moment. If it was legislated for 
tomorrow, we would be much happier than if it was legislated for six 

months ahead of a poll.  

That sounds rather negative for the process. The process will be 

administered very effectively by administrators, but it will not be without 
its challenges because only 1% or 2% of administrators have run it so far. 
One hundred per cent will be running it across the board when it comes to 

this.  

Lord Lexden: Presumably, there will have to be a big public information 

campaign.  

Peter Stanyon: In all the pilot areas, that is one of the very big benefits. 
I happen to live quite close to Watford and I walked through the train 
station there. I was hit by posters every five steps: “Take your voter ID”. 

It would absolutely need that. In many respects, a national poll will be 
easier to manage in that respect, because the Electoral Commission will be 
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able to do that with national television coverage and the like. There will 
still be people who will turn up without the ID. It is about how you manage 

that and mitigate it ahead of the game. The risks that will come are more 
to do with higher turnout than the process that will be in place, because it 

can be advised very much in advance.  

Q25 Lord Campbell-Savours: My question is very simple. Would a national 

identity card make the whole process much simpler by establishing identity 
at a polling booth? 

Peter Stanyon: Absolutely, yes. 

Q26 Baroness Mallalieu: Can I ask you about Sections 14 to 23 of the Act, 

which make quite a number of administrative changes? What is your 
assessment of those provisions, and do some of them need to be revisited? 

Peter Stanyon: In the main, they are all very positive. They made sensible 
changes to process. I have the sections in front of me here. The extension 
of the timetable for parliamentary elections was very well received, 

although it is a slight misnomer because it is not a 25-day timetable for 
administrators; it is a 23-day timetable. It is still longer than the 17 days 

that used to be the process.  

Although that is a very positive element, the big issue we have with the 

parliamentary timetable, and in fact any national poll timetable, is how we 
can administer overseas electors. It is not so much the applications 

process, but the postal votes. Where they request a postal votes, in the 
European parliamentary elections there was evidence that in some 
instances they just did not get to the elector in time. According to the 

parliamentary timetable, you know the candidates 19 days before the poll 
and send out postal votes 17 days before the poll. Is there the ability to 

get them back in that time in certain parts of the world? 

Equally, that timetable can allow registration up to five days before the 

poll. There is no way a postal vote will get there and back in that time. 
There is a weakness there. It has not dragged returning officers into 

disrepute, but it is unnecessary because of the way timetables work. 

Generally, it is positive on that side.  

The alteration of registers pending the election is very welcome, because 
it means that the registers that are going through are more accurate right 

up to the last minute. It goes back to the point about not necessarily 
changing the process but being aware that it has shifted registration right 
up to the last minute before the election. In England and Wales in 

particular, that has brought risk into election delivery, because the same 
individuals are delivering that. The actual process has meant that there has 

needed to be changes in the resourcing of registration. 

We would still hold the view, as an association, that the review of polling 

districts and polling places should be an administrative function, not a 
political function, because if the ERO is running the election it ought to be 

the one identifying where the actual polling stations are. At the moment, 
councils have that responsibility. In the vast majority it works very well, 
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but there is potential for there to be political involvement that is unhelpful 
in some respects. We would still make that recommendation, although we 

accept that there is an interest held by both the political parties and the 

politicians on councils.  

Voters’ ability to wait at polling stations at close of poll was absolutely 
welcomed, because of the issues in the 2010 general election. If voter ID 

is rolled out, that will come into being because there will be more people 
waiting at close of poll for the reasons I gave, and certainly for the first 

reason, as people learn how to bed the system into place.  

The other really positive one, which I would not necessarily make any 

changes to, was the notification of rejected postal votes. There was a great 
deal of fear for administrators originally, because we are telling someone, 

“Your vote has not counted. We have not even put it in”. In the main, it 

had a positive effect in stopping that happening election after election. 

That said, we have had two back-to-back polls in the last couple of years. 
Certainly taking the last two, from the local elections on 2 May to the 

European parliamentary elections at the end of May, that means there will 
have been people who had their postal vote rejected on 2 May who would 
have had it rejected again for exactly the same reason at the end of May 

for the European election, because there was no time to get their 
signatures and dates of birth changed. There is nothing you can do about 

that, given the timescales involved, but there is a weakness in trying to 
put something right but not being able to. Again, there is a resourcing issue 

there.  

There are other elements. The poor performance of ROs has been looked 

at once. There are PCSOs going into polling stations. There is the repeal of 
the Co-ordinated Online Record of Electors. It goes back to the question: 
if that was there, would there be the ability to check up? I do not know, 

but there were reasons why it was taken away.  

Other than that, there have been very positive changes, which in the main 
have helped the citizen and not added too much of a burden when it comes 
to the process and the adaptability of the process to take these bits and 

pieces on.  

Q27 Baroness Eaton: Can I ask you about the annual canvass? What are the 

key problems with the annual canvass at present? Will the proposed 
reforms make any difference? 

Peter Stanyon: The major challenge is that the canvass does not register 
people to vote now, as things stand. It is an information-gathering 
exercise. I made the point about the electoral register on 1 December not 

being the most accurate register. That is because you have to complete 
the household inquiry process in that July-to-November process, but 

registration continues onwards. Therefore, you are picking up names and 
inviting people to register in November who will not be in December but 

who will appear in January and so on.  
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Fundamentally, it has become a two-stage process, which has become, I 
have to say, rather bureaucratic. It is seen to be bureaucratic by potential 

electors in some respects. It is also seen to be costly, because ultimately, 
as things stand, you are requiring a response from every property, 

regardless of whether there has been a change or not. I have worked in 
local authorities where the churn rate has been only 10%—only 10% of the 

electorate has changed—and I have worked in a local authority where the 

churn rate has been 70% because of the transience of the population. 

Canvass has a role to play. I made the point earlier about Scotland not 
having elections for a significant period and the potential reduction in the 
completeness and accuracy of the registers that they will be taking care of. 

They very much need the canvass to maintain a reasonably accurate level. 
It is not ideal at the moment. Some will argue that it should go completely, 

but it is about that information-gathering exercise, as things stand. 

We support the Electoral Commission in their feedback to government. The 

changes will assist electoral registration officers. The discernment model 
that is being introduced, which does not require responses where there is 

no change, makes resource sense. We have concerns, however, that the 
very fact that you not seeking a response could mean equally that 
individuals are being missed. The advantage again is that last-minute 

registration that you can go to.  

It will rely very heavily on data. That annual check will be done on the 
DWP’s customer database, which is where the original applications are 
currently checked now. We would support the Commission and go further. 

There should be more databases available to registration officers: DVLA, 
HMRC, the Passport Office and the Department for Education. There are 

lots of data-rich sources that would help the ability to invite people to 

register. 

The Commission has gone further, in talking about the ability for automatic 
registration. That comes with its risks. Equally, if data is there, should it 

not be there to assist the citizen? Often, a complaint that citizens make to 
registration officers is, “I am registered for council tax, but I am not on the 
register”. There is that two-stage process. It is there for a very good 

reason. I keep going back to very first question that was asked about 
whether fraud has been reduced in relation to the electoral register. You 

need that validation; you cannot just passport across. A policy decision 
needs to be made as to accuracy against the ability to register easily. That 

is a decision that is being tugged with at the moment.  

Would we go one stage further? A question was asked about an ID card 

and about the ability to validate registration. Could something be done with 
first registration and an ID number for electoral registration purposes only? 
One of the big issues, again, comes back to duplicate registrations. It is 

about clearly identifying someone as the same person, or clearly identifying 
that somebody has moved. Half the process now is not about registering 

people to vote; it is about maintaining an accurate register and removing 
people from the register as much as putting people on the register. At the 

moment, it is a bit of an ad hoc process.  
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The processes that are being proposed to be brought in are welcome. They 
will reduce the burden on local authorities. It remains to be seen whether 

that will affect the accuracy of the registers and how easy it is to share 
data within local authorities and across government sources to maintain 

those things. The proof will be in the pudding, at the end of the day. It will 
certainly be a challenge for administrators to see another sea change, 

given the way they are looking at doing these things. We will see as it rolls 

out, assuming that it rolls out, and as we work our way through it. 

Q28 Baroness Mallalieu: You say that you would like to be able to use more 
databases for comparison purposes. There clearly seem to be people who 
do not want to be on the electoral register. One of the fears, one suspects, 

is that they do not want their details to be checked by a range of people. 
Would that be worsened if you had your way and were able to check the 

applications against a range of databases? 

Peter Stanyon: It would not be worse, because the individual still needs 
to make that application. As I say, registering to vote in the UK is voluntary. 

You must make an accurate response to a request by the registration 
officer, but if someone is beneath the radar, they are not committing an 

offence by being so. That is the nature of the UK system that has built up 

over the years. 

You could go for automated registration and simply taking any database 
and putting people on to the electoral register. Rather than it being a civic 

right, it becomes a responsibility: “You will be on the electoral roll”. Do you 
take it a stage further and talk about the Australian system: “You must 
vote in elections”? It is an academic argument and a policy argument which 

government would clearly need to debate if it went down that route.  

Access to greater data means that the registration officer is able to do their 
duty in identifying a potential elector, and then there is the route to give 
that citizen the opportunity to become an elector and participate in the 

process. Given the data-rich resources that are there, it will simply add to 

the ability to identify people to give them that opportunity. 

Q29 Lord Campbell-Savours: I hope for a brief response to my question. Are 
there any particular challenges arising from differences between the 

devolved Administrations in ensuring that individual electoral registration 
and electoral administration work across the UK? I have a copy of your 

report in 2017 in mind. At paragraph 2.9, you talk about the system being 
at “breaking point”. At paragraph 2.12, you refer to high staff turnover. 
Thirdly, in paragraph 2.16, you talk about counselling of staff. It is in that 

context that I would like you to reply: the counselling of staff, staff turnover 
and whether the system is at breaking point now.  

Peter Stanyon: As an organisation, we provide counselling services free 
to our members. We purchase that in, because it became very apparent at 
the unexpected general election that staff were at breaking point. There is 

a misconception that there is a huge machinery behind elections. It is often 

a couple of middle-ranking, low-paid staff within local authorities.  
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With the pressures now on local authorities on general resourcing, they 
used to be able to draw in the resource from the local authority but now 

they cannot do that. It is not for want of people wanting to assist. A lot 

more is being focused on reasonably junior staff in authorities.  

An election is a project that will always run. There are so many deadlines 
that cannot move. We are about to release a post-election statement—this 

week—to the Minister for the Constitution, which I am happy to share with 
the Committee, about what we believe are the major concerns with the 

process. A lot of it comes down to the ability of local authorities, the wider 
electoral community and government itself to deliver electoral processes 

in the current environment. 

We are concerned about our members. We have done what we can to 

support them. One of the big benefits of the association is the ability to 
pick up a phone and talk to somebody doing exactly the same job, and 

they can talk you through these sorts of things. 

In terms of the system moving towards breaking point, linking back to the 

question with regards to devolution, it is clearly the right of the devolved 
Governments to decide what system is right for their areas, and we would 
fully support our members in both Scotland and Wales to do that. As much 

as anything else, the issue, going back to the challenge that is faced by 
administrators, is that at different polls there will be different franchises 

and different ways of registering. There will be the sorts of things that lead 

to voter and elector confusion. 

If votes for 16 and 17 year-olds come in for Wales, it will be only for 
Assembly and local government elections. If that is combined with a 

parliamentary general election—it will be the same in Scotland—you have 
the same people coming through the door who can have one ballot paper 
for one but not for the others. If Wales was to go as far as doing automatic 

registration, that would only apply to local government and Assembly 
elections. It would not permit them to be registered on the parliamentary 

register. How do administrators administer that system?  

Careful thought needs to be given to the steps that are being taken to 

ensure that there are no unintended consequences. When I was before you 
previously, I mentioned things like prisoner voting rights. Scotland is 

consulting on it, and Wales has just been through a Select Committee on 
that very process. In Wales, there is no female prison. All the female 
prisoners are in England, so there would need to be building and working 

between different organisations to register those individuals to vote in 

certain elections. 

There are lots of different balls in the air. Going back to the original point 
about the stresses on the teams, they have to cope with that, alongside 

the fact that, if there was a snap parliamentary election or a snap European 
one, as it happened to be, they have to deliver that according to the 

timetable.  

Q30 The Chairman: If there was just one thing you could change to improve 
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the Act, what would it be? 

Peter Stanyon: I would remove the two-stage process to registration. 

The Chairman: Thank you very much indeed. Thank you very much for 

coming and sharing your views with us.  
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Q83 The Chair: Good afternoon, gentlemen. Welcome to this evidence session 
of the Select Committee. You have in front of you a list of interests that 
have been declared by members of the Committee. The meeting is being 

broadcast live via the parliamentary website. A transcript of the meeting 
will be taken and published on the Committee website, and you will have 

the opportunity to make corrections to that transcript where necessary. 
That was the formal bit.  

May I start by asking the pair of you how significant you think the 

introduction of individual electoral registration and online registration has 
been? Has the Act achieved its objectives of improving the quality of the 

electoral register in both accuracy and completeness? 

Darren Hughes: Thank you for the chance to share our thoughts on this 
topic. We judge it to have been a success. We regard the decision to 

introduce individual electoral registration as the correct policy objective. 
Moving away from the previous household registration system was 

certainly an improvement, and it has presented the opportunity for an 
improvement in the completeness and accuracy of the register, which is 
very important, but it does not guarantee it. That is probably the area that 

is of interest to look into; it presents the opportunity but does not 
guarantee it. If those things are not thought through effectively and 

resourced adequately, and joined up where the inevitable gaps are 
identified, you either perpetuate existing problems in the previous system 

or you fix some of the previous problems only to create new ones. 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/c4edb94a-68b0-464e-8b13-8ce97989e945


Bite the Ballot and Electoral Reform Society - Oral evidence (QQ 83-91) 

 

After this number of years, on balance, it has been successful, but there 
are a lot of areas where we should continue to improve to ensure that the 

goals of completeness and accuracy are met. Simply saying that we have 

changed the system will never be enough on its own. 

Michael Sani: I share that sentiment. It was a timely piece of legislation 
and the right thing to do, but the proof is in the pudding. Huge parts of 

society are still underregistered; that has not changed. The cuts in funding 
to local authorities have made it more difficult to ensure the robustness of 

the register, whether it is individuals filling in the form or households. That 

has not helped. 

The strategy and methods to implement IER were not as effective as they 
could be. Take, for example, the younger demographic, an area that I have 

spent a lot of my time trying to engage in democracy. We know that young 
people are a captive audience in schools; we know that is where they are, 
yet there were no real efforts to ensure that there was education in schools 

about the electoral roll. There was an opportunity for younger citizens to 
understand the benefits of being registered, from the effects on their credit 

rating to giving us a more representative jury service, since jurors are 
plucked from the electoral roll. With their NI number, which in many cases 
they have just received, it gives them the opportunity to make an informed 

decision, and to join this wonderful process, to be part of our democracy. 

We have seen fantastic methods of signposting from the Government. 
When I fill in a government form, by default I am often asked whether I 
am on the organ donor list. We know how effective those signpostings can 

be, but we saw none of them for IER in new applications for a driving 
licence, getting a new passport or changing an address on a particular 

government system. There was nothing to say, “Hey, if you move home, 

register to vote”. That could have eased the burden on local authorities. 

The Electoral Commission still promotes a strategy of sending every 
household a letter and, if they do not reply, sending them another letter 

with a little bit of red text to tell them that there is a £1,000 civil penalty. 
Given the amount of money spent on postage for unopened letters to 
people who do not even live at those addresses, that could have been 

thought through as part of a holistic strategy for IER. 

The only other problem that IER has presented is that it has placed another 
burden on local authorities with the duplication of applications. If an 
election comes, as it has now, and I think, “This is important; am I 

registered to vote?”, I cannot go to any central place to check whether I 
am on the electoral register; so, in order not to take chances, I go through 

the government portal again. The local authority has to process every 
single application. It has no idea whether Michael Sani is registered five 

times, for example. 

These are crucial elements as we look forward, not to blame anyone, but 

to do a bit more. IER is here and I think it is effective; it gives someone an 
opportunity to take individual responsibility to play a role in democracy, 
but there are a few bits around the edges that could make it a more 
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thought-through process, to ease the burden on all of us and, crucially, 
increase the participation of those who are integral in playing a role in our 

society. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Hughes, in the documents you submitted to 
us you say, in paragraph 3.2: “The accuracy of the registers decreased by 
seven percentage points since 2015, while their completeness decreased 

by 6–7 percentage points”, obviously in the same period. I was listening to 
what you were saying about accuracy. In my view, there seems to be a 

slight conflict between what you are saying here and what you were saying 
in your written evidence. However, that refers specifically to Northern 
Ireland. Could you explain why you think it is happening in Northern 

Ireland? 

Darren Hughes: What is happening in Northern Ireland on IER? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: The paragraph says: “In Northern Ireland, the 

local government register is 73% complete, and the parliamentary one is 
74% complete, with both being 80% accurate in December 2018”. Then 

you talk about the accuracy of the registers decreasing by seven 
percentage points since 2015. What is happening in Northern Ireland 
whereby there have been those decreases, which you must have picked up 

in your researches? 

Darren Hughes: As you are aware, Northern Ireland has had the system 
of IER for longer, and then it was introduced for the other nations. I need 
to reflect on the exact reasons, but things that come to mind might be the 

fact that, because it was a new system for England, Scotland and Wales, 
more emphasis was put on promoting it in its early stages, which may have 

led to a discrepancy in the completeness. I can certainly look at that and 
try to provide more information about what might have led to those 

differences. 

On your first point, the question we were asked was about the overall 

existence of IER, and I was offering some positive comments about the 

overall architecture of it. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That is what alerted me. 

Darren Hughes: That is right. Of course, we do not know necessarily what 

would have happened if we had stuck with the previous system, because 
there were a lot of inaccuracies there, too. If this is not resourced well, and 

administered correctly and with priority, people do not have a simple way 
of checking, as Mike said when he referred to the multiple registrations. 
There is a lot of inconsistency in democratic services departments; this is 

so decentralised that there can be really good practice in some areas and 

quite poor practice in others. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You go on to say: “In Northern Ireland, around 
26% of eligible voters are missing from the local and parliamentary 

registers”. What is happening in Northern Ireland? 
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Darren Hughes: It might be worth calling for information from the 
Electoral Commission in Northern Ireland, which might have research that 

it has conducted into that. We were just looking at the headline figures and 

taking a comparison across other parts of the UK. 

There are broader problems of people not registering, due to our not being 
able to contact people from communities that might always struggle to 

register; we can identify groups that are difficult to register. There are 
sometimes factors that are hard to control for, from fatigue through to 

many iterations of elections. There have been a lot of polls in Northern 
Ireland. There are structural issues, but there are also examples of 
incidents that can lead to a disparity. I would be happy to send more 

information on that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. 

The Chair: To make it clear, we have people lined up to come from 

Northern Ireland, so we will be able to pursue those points. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I was picking up on some of the evidence that 

was given. 

The Chair: Fine, I accept that. Do you want to come on to your own 

questions? 

Q84 Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes. What reforms are necessary to ensure that 
the electoral registration system helps to facilitate high levels of democratic 

engagement? That is a general question for both of you. 

Michael Sani: Ultimately, there needs to be a form of political education—
non-party, obviously—to give each citizen of school age the opportunity to 

understand their role in society, local, national and global, the channels of 

communication and how to utilise the opportunity to play a role. 

One of those points would be to ensure that everyone understands the 
benefits of registering to vote and has an opportunity to do so. That is an 

integral part of our democracy. Young people often tend to be the least 
likely to participate and there is a correlation with polarisation in the young. 

They have not developed the ability to form their own opinion, so someone 
is going to form it for them, whether their community or their household. 
If they are not greeted with the opportunity to understand fully this 

democracy and to play a role, they might move to a different area and 

have no idea that they need to register in that new household. 

We need to make sure that citizens are well informed, and we need to 
update the processes from the Electoral Commission that go to local 

authorities, because, for me, they feel quite outdated, in a digital-by-
default system. That is not to overlook citizens who are not online; there 

are methods that support people who are not online and serve them well. 
For those who are online, especially in the younger demographics, there 
could be updated advice for the Electoral Commission to share with local 

authorities on how to target those people. 
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We need a centralised register so that people can check whether they are 

registered to vote. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is that what you would call the single national 

register? 

Michael Sani: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I will come back to that in a second. 

Michael Sani: Certainly. It would be fantastic to have government 
signposting; that would be a good use of sharing government data so that 

if, as a citizen, I move, I can change one central address, and it filters 
through to all the different outlets where I need to reregister my address, 

from health through to my driving licence and the electoral roll. 

There is merit in piloting automatic voter registration with attainers, to see 

how it goes, with, again, very good information. There is always a stir, if 
we go down the route of automatic registration, around needing one central 
database for ID, and then, obviously, ID cards. I understand that debate, 

and the polarisation on all sides, but for younger citizens I think it is less 
of a scare. They are well aware of what is known about them; they are a 

lot freer with their information. It works in Northern Ireland. We saw it. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can we move on to Mr Hughes, please? 

Darren Hughes: Mike made a lot of good points about engaging with 

young people. We are involved with the campaign to extend the franchise 
to 16 and 17 year-olds. That initiative is not some hairbrained thing to try 
to encourage more young people; we have always been clear that it has to 

be integrated with effective citizenship education and political information, 
so that young people can learn about not just their rights but their 

responsibilities as citizens and, in addition to the mechanics of why it is 
important to register to vote, learn what you do as a citizen once you are 

registered. 

How do you have the confidence to ask a question? How do you know what 

kinds of questions to ask? How do you process political information that 
you receive from political actors and what the media are saying? How do 
you analyse that kind of information? Those are good skills to have in adult 

life. If we extended the franchise, as has been done in Scotland and as is 
taking place in Wales, and linked that with citizenship education so that it 

was not just registration but what you do once you are registered, that 

would be a good thing. 

In the context of this legislation, there is scope for us to have a registration 
revolution in the way we treat voter registration in the UK. There are all 
the points of contact that citizens regularly have with government, but they 

do not result in the opportunity being offered to register to vote. It could 
easily be changed; we could change the default setting quite simply—and, 

I think, very effectively. It is often referred to in the United States as the 
motor voter law. It is all the basic things citizens do, such as getting a 

driver’s licence or a passport, and registering for various government 
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services; all those opportunities have been linked to voter registration. 
When that has been well resourced and thought through and made 

accessible, with a real effort made to reach out to underregistered groups, 

those sorts of initiatives have worked quite well. 

I emphasise the point Mike made about being able to check whether you 
are on the register. Many other countries do that. There are better, more 

effective and efficient and cheaper ways for voters to check whether they 
are on the register than getting them to register again and then going back 

and saying, “There’s a problem”. Those are the things I would like to do. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask you about the single national register, 

to which a number of people have referred in previous evidence? How do 

you think it would work? I am quite interested in it. 

Darren Hughes: At its most basic level, it would need to be built. It is 
such a decentralised area of government. Generally, the direction of travel 

from Westminster for everything to do with democratic engagement in the 
last 20 years has been devolution and decentralisation. This is an example 

where there is a lot of administrative decentralisation, and it comes with 
opportunities for innovative authorities, but with the risk that it can be hard 

to make major changes that would be simple. 

We need some sort of system, such as a specially built database against 

which voters can check their own details or some way of knitting together 
the existing databases, taking into account data protection and so on. I 
think that is achievable and it would be much more straightforward. We 

have done part A, and you can now register to vote online. That was treated 
like a major breakthrough, when it was quite a straightforward thing to do. 

What we have not done is part B, which is the logical missing part: how 
you can quickly update your details or check whether you are on the 

register. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Sani, what would be the benefits of a 

national register? How would it simplify the system? 

Michael Sani: It would avoid duplication. It would enable local authorities 

to have a more up-to-date snapshot of areas of underrepresentation in 
their communities so that they can better target underregistered groups. 
They are all working on different systems, and in many cases that is why 

the default option is to let everyone know an election is coming and they 
need to register, rather than, “Well, they’re registered; let’s leave them to 

it”. 

The Chair: You are talking about local authorities, but if it is a central 

thing, it is obviously going to be done by some central outfit, is it not? 

Michael Sani: No, it is a central register for citizens to look at, but it is a 
central register that local authorities can access, too. They can say, “Show 

me my constituency”, but the data is all drawn from one central path. 

The Chair: You suggest that it is done centrally. It would not be done by 

local authorities. 
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Michael Sani: I think local authorities would have access to it. Whether it 
is held centrally or not, it is a necessity that there is one full, robust 

register. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Has anybody done a paper on the single 

national register? 

Michael Sani: Yes, there is lots of evidence. Toby James, who gave 
evidence to you, has lots of information, but it would be worth seeing 

whether others could contribute to the Committee. I have read a few things 

over the years, and I am more than happy to send something in. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: How is it linked to addresses? How would a 
national register relate to a ward, and a change of address in a ward? In 

practice, how would local addresses be registered? 

Michael Sani: I am not sure. Personally, I think it should be linked to NI 

numbers because everyone has an NI number. Then there could be a 
central system, and you could search to see whether an NI number was 
registered to vote or not. We are getting into the detail, where people 

would have expertise. If there was the intention to do it, someone would 
have a very good, cost-effective way of doing it well to avoid the problems 

we have shared with you today and which I am sure local authorities would 

share with you. Duplication burdens them. 

Q85 Lord Campbell-Savours: My next question can be very briefly answered 
and is for you and Bite the Ballot. Bite the Ballot refers to the “missing 

millions”, individuals who are not on the electoral register or who are 
incorrectly registered. What more can you tell us about who they are, why 
they are missing, and how they can best be reached? 

Michael Sani: Predominantly, they are young people; then there would be 
the BAME communities and disabled communities, students and frequent 

movers. Those tend to be the groups that are underregistered. There are 

a variety of reasons, to give a short answer. 

Some people have never been engaged, so they have no idea that they 
have to register. That included me; I did not register to vote until I was 

27. I know that is difficult to believe, but I went to a state school where no 
one told me about politics, and I had parents who did not bring politics into 
the family home. I was actually part of a majority of people, which is why 

I started a campaign to try to change that. It is about education, first and 

foremost. 

If people are moving and in transit, they need to be reminded to reregister 
when they move, so we need good-quality communications. If I register 

with a GP in my new area or if I update my address on my driving licence, 
as Darren mentioned, I could be asked whether I am registered to vote in 

the constituency. Those are very easy methods of signposting, and that 

would be the way. 

We could work with groups that hold a certain authenticity in communities. 
Faith groups are very prominent in being able to push people to register to 
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vote. They look up to their faith leaders, if the message comes from there. 
There are holistic approaches. The big disability networks play a role but 

are heavily underresourced. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: How is your organisation funded, by the way? 

Michael Sani: Grants, predominantly. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: From local authorities? 

Michael Sani: No, I had some service-level agreements with local 
authorities until 2015, but the cuts to local authorities under the new 

Government stopped that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Who funds you now? 

Michael Sani: The organisation is actually closing; the charity is due to be 

struck off. Frankly, it is not the job of a small charity to do this. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Are you separately employed somewhere else? 

Michael Sani: I am a social entrepreneur, trying to run social enterprise 

projects in different areas. 

One final point is that the work we did with the All-Party Parliamentary 

Group on Democratic Participation was to foster a network of key people 
across different sectors to try to tackle those issues at a policy level, 
thereby alleviating the need for charities to pop up to try to do the heavy 

lifting. 

The Chair: You were saying that it is Bite the Ballot that is going to be 

struck off, not the funder. 

Michael Sani: No, Bite the Ballot is closing. 

The Chair: What view do both of you take of people who do not want to 

register and people who do not want to serve on juries because they make 
more money if they do not? There are also things such as council tax. If 

you are careful and you are not on the register, you might be able to get 
a reduction if there is only one person in the house, and so on. What view 

do you take of people who just do not want to be on registers? 

Darren Hughes: This issue was canvassed in 2011-12, when the 

legislation was going through, because the Government’s original intention 
was to have an opt-in system so that people would make an overt choice 
to register. It was through that process and the debate and discussion that 

they landed back to its being something compulsory: you must register. 

We fall into the latter category on that; we make very few requirements in 
citizenship, but one of them is that you register to vote so that you at least 
have the opportunity to cast a ballot if you choose to. That is also important 

because, in theory, all votes are equal, and there is not meant to be a 

power imbalance. 
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There could be a variety of reasons why people would elect not to register, 
and a variety of factors in play, so it is about having a level playing field 

and saying that we expect every adult over the age of 18 to register to 
vote if they are eligible. The decision that citizens take about not wanting 

to do X, Y or Z, and not wanting to vote, becomes one that they take as a 
fully-fledged citizen who is registered to vote, rather than standing back 

from it and saying, “I don’t want to participate”. 

That is more on the principle. Of secondary order is the fact that things 

such as the census and electoral register are enormously helpful tools in 
planning and delivering public services and in public policy development 
and delivery. It would be a mistake to deny policy planners and decision-

makers the richness that can exist when those things are managed well by 
saying that people would opt in to the electoral register. We would sit firmly 

in the camp of saying that it must be compulsory to register to vote. 

Baroness Eaton: What would you say to what is, granted, a reducing 

population of the very elderly, who have very serious reservations about 
being on a national register because, historically, their families were put in 

difficult situations—under Hitler, for instance? Questions on registration are 
difficult. I have family members who would be very unhappy at having to 
be formally registered. How do you explain it to them? How can you give 

them confidence that there will not be a Government one day who abuse 

the privilege of knowing which people are on the list? 

Darren Hughes: That is a very interesting point, and I take your 
assumption that there are small groups of people for whom there may be 

certain issues. It is about how we would respond to those. 

Baroness Eaton: They are mostly dying off; there were quite a lot of them 

at one stage. It is an age thing. 

Darren Hughes: The system as it stands works for the vast majority, so 
we can carry on with that. In instances when people, for a variety of 

reasons such as safety, do not want their name appearing in a published 
register, it is right that there would be the opportunity to comply with the 
registration laws but have their details withheld from public perusal, if they 

have asserted that there is a justifiable reason for that to happen in those 

small numbers of cases. 

When I first registered to vote, there was a choice to not have your details 
sold on to marketing companies, and that sort of business. It has been 

thought about in some respects. In those narrow, small circumstances, 
there would be an argument for people to have to register—that would 
remain the requirement—but for there to be discretion about how far it was 

distributed or published. 

Baroness Eaton: How does it sit with the new data protection laws? 

Michael Sani: I believe it already exists. The former Minister for the 

Constitution, Chris Skidmore, introduced a piece of legislation on 
anonymised registration, targeted for victims of domestic violence, so it 
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can be done there. I am sure this would be the same. It already exists. 
There would be one central database for the electoral roll, but there are 

many databases held by government. Driving licences are held on one 
central database, which holds the same information, such as date of birth 

and address. 

Baroness Eaton: It is about who has access to it, rather than its existence. 

Michael Sani: Yes. 

Lord Dykes: From your experience and knowledge, do you know whether 
there is a register of all names in countries where voting is compulsory, or 

are there exceptions? 

Darren Hughes: There is a publicly available register of all names in some 

international examples, but with provisions, as Mike says. There is an 
anonymised option, providing that criteria are met. Obviously, you do not 

want 45% of the country saying that they do not want their name on a 

printed register; that defeats the point of having a public register. 

Lord Dykes: But there is no basic problem in countries where it is 

compulsory. 

Darren Hughes: Not as I understand it. 

Q86 Lord Dykes: You are both very keen on the notion of automatic 
registration, but are there disadvantages that you would worry about in 

constructing such a system? 

Michael Sani: There would be one for me, and we are in a similar category 
now. If I am automatically put on a register without understanding what 

that is, what the benefits are and what is expected of me as an individual 
citizen, it will not necessarily increase turnout or participation. We have 

both raised the integral role of citizen education. That would be my only 

concern, if we suddenly went to automatic registration. 

Lord Dykes: You would have a grand national plan for proper civics and 

the briefing of citizens. 

Darren Hughes: I think that is right. You have to get the mechanics right, 
but that is no good if no one knows that it has happened. You have to get 

the culture right for what it means to be a citizen and a voter, and to know 
that it is well resourced, effective and robustly done, so that it is not 

accused of being hijacked by this side or that side. 

A more generic concern, which would not be specific to this issue, is making 

sure that, any time we take data from citizens, the systems we build are 
secure and cannot be infiltrated or corrupted. Those are concerns that go 
well beyond this topic, but they should be on our minds at all times, 

because we know that there are people who want to infiltrate, influence or 
manipulate information for means that I think we would all find distasteful. 

We have to be vigilant about those things all the time, but that is not a 
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reason not to do it; it is just in direct answer to your question about 

concerns. 

Lord Dykes: Was the growth in respondents to Bite the Ballot, when you 

first launched it, encouraging and rapid? Did that also give you the feeling 

that automatic registration was a doable thing? 

Michael Sani: Yes, that is why I mentioned pilots with attainers, for 16 
and 17 year-olds. We can register to vote at 16, even though nationally we 

cannot vote until we are 18, so that is a fantastic statement that you are 

engaged and ready to participate. 

We saw rapid growth in the national voter registration drive, because it 
was a timely campaign in the calendar year, where across sectors we could 

ask anyone from employees to households to faith groups to register to 
vote. There was an appetite for it; the biggest driver was when people felt 
engaged and felt as if they were part of something, so they arrived as 

individuals and left as a movement. Many of the young people I met in my 
time running Bite the Ballot said, “It’s just me; nothing ever changes”. That 

adds to apathy and polarisation—and the breakdown of our society—
because individuals are losing sight of their role. There is an opportunity to 

put people on the roll and make sure they are informed. 

Lord Dykes: If the foundation is ceasing, who will pick up the pieces and 

carry on with that work? 

Michael Sani: We have government institutions. We have the Cabinet 

Office democratic engagement team. There are people who could do this, 
but they make hard work of it, and do not deliver, and no one holds them 
to account. That is a shame, because we have proved that it can be done 

on a shirt button, and these people are sitting on huge budgets. They lack 
the cognitive diversity to think of anything outside what would work for 

them, and that is a sad factor. They are less likely to involve civil society 

in a meaningful way. 

Lord Dykes: This may be unfair to the people involved, but would you say 
that even elected politicians in this country who have been elected for quite 

some time are not well versed in these subjects and themes, about proper, 

full registration? 

Michael Sani: I am unsure. There is a spectrum. Some people are 
fantastic and well versed and seek to increase the franchise, and others 

are completely overworked and overstretched, and consider that having to 
answer to anyone else would drown them. It must be different for 

individuals in all the parties. 

The Chair: You mentioned the fact that you are being dissolved. When 

does that happen? 

Michael Sani: We are in the process of striking off with the Charity 

Commission. It is worth saying that we have worked hard to put 21 
recommendations in a new report, which is cross-sector, in the hope that 
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we would not be needed. We are going to do a final campaign in this 

election. 

The Chair: I shall come back to that. 

Q87 Baroness Eaton: This is a question for both of you, and I do not mind 
which order you reply in. It is in two parts.  

What impact do you think the Government’s proposal to introduce voter ID 
at polling stations will have on tackling fraud and on voter turnout? Both 

your organisations have urged that voter ID should not be the 
Government’s priority. Would you like to explain why you think it should 
not be? 

Darren Hughes: We are very critical of the proposal, so it is a delight to 
share with you the reasons. It is particularly interesting, given the 

discussion we have just finished, that there has been a lack of resources 
put into areas where we know we can make a big impact. Mike’s 
organisation ran national voter registration day and brought a focus on 

trying to get young people on the electoral register, with a lighting effects 
show on the side of this very building a few years ago, to try to bring 

interest to it. We know there are stretched democratic services budgets for 
local authorities; that has been part of the cuts, as they have had to trim 
their budgets. Often these sorts of areas only come around once in a while 

and, if people miss out on something, they do not notice it happening, in 

an individual sense. It is a big problem. 

The Cabinet Office paper says that the Government are prepared to spend 
£20 million on the voter ID scheme. At some point, politics is always about 

making choices with resources. If you have £20 million to spend, and you 
decide not to do it on the kind of registration efforts that we have been 

talking about, particularly involving young people, when all the research 
shows that if young people vote in their first election they are more likely 
to become lifetime voters, you are making a big choice. That choice would, 

therefore, logically mean that voter ID is so necessary because fraud is so 
rampant that it is worth denying the measures you could spend the £20 

million on for registration, because you are prioritising a voter ID scheme. 

We are talking about fraud, or personation, which is somebody pretending 

to be you and using your vote in your constituency, thereby denying you 
the right to use your own vote; it as specific as that. We are told that the 

reason we need to go down that path is that it is happening in so many 
places, yet in our experience this has not been elevated beyond anecdotes 
within political parties. It is not something that civil society organisations 

say is happening, and it is not something that community organisers or 
leaders say is happening; it all comes from campaigners and activists in 

political parties. It is great that people join political parties, but the minute 
they do they become quite blinkered about every other party; they become 

very religious about their own party and very suspicious of others. 

We have looked at the evidence from the 2017 election, where 44 million 

votes were cast; only 28 allegations of personation were made, and there 
was only one conviction. We are going to spend £20 million and deny the 
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registration revolution—the things that Mike and I have been talking 
about—while potentially putting in place a barrier to voters, many of whom 

do not have photo-ID, all to fix a problem that has not been established as 
existing. It will affect turnout and it will not tackle fraud, because I do not 

think we have a problem with people stealing votes. I do not believe that 
we have a problem with people arriving to vote at a polling station, only to 

find somebody used their name that morning. 

Baroness Eaton: If public perception is that there is a great deal of fraud 

in the system, do you not think that the integrity of the system is very 
important in democracy? I take slight issue in that I think you have 
oversimplified the fraud situation. It is very difficult sometimes to ascertain 

precisely and get people to follow it through. I think there is more of it than 
you suggest. I agree that those are the actual findings, as regards 

prosecutions, but there are places where there is obviously a great deal of 
unhelpful activity around elections, more than just at the ballot box. I have 
heard what you say, but could you please tell me what you think is the 

public perception? 

Darren Hughes: Perception is, self-evidently, always important, but 
surely evidence-based policy decision-making is more important. In the 
end, if something is not happening, and you are asked to make a response 

to it and you decide to follow what the data and evidence tell you, that is 
what policymakers should be doing, rather than saying that they will take 

policy decisions and spend public money on things that people think might 
be a problem, even though the data and the evidence tell us that they are 

not. 

At some stage, you have to stand up and say, “This might be a rumour and 

a strong anecdote in my party, and I might have campaigners, doorstep 
activists and canvassers telling me that it is a thing, but I have to go back 
and look at it”. I understand and respect that because of your position; you 

cannot vote in elections; but I would be interested to know what you would 
do personally if you arrived to vote to find that somebody had used your 

vote that day. 

Baroness Eaton: It happened to me. 

Darren Hughes: Somebody took your vote? 

Baroness Eaton: Yes, they did. 

Darren Hughes: And you could not vote? 

Baroness Eaton: Well, I think we probably broke the rules. They had 

marked them off; it was somebody with my name or a similar name. 

Darren Hughes: Right, so it was a mistake as opposed to somebody 

setting out to defraud you. 

Baroness Eaton: Yes, it was a mistake. 
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Darren Hughes: This scheme is not about mistakes. It is about people 
who actively try to defraud other people’s votes to change an election 

outcome. 

Baroness Eaton: Yes, but they vote for each other without somebody 
necessarily turning up and not voting, because somebody else has voted 

and they do not need to go to the polls. There is a whole host of stats. 

Darren Hughes: I know, but it is important to go into it, because that is 

what dominates the debate. All I am trying to add is a practical dimension. 
Let us say that we have 44 million votes and 10,000 acts of personation 
take place. Do we really think that in the age of Facebook and Twitter, 

social media and even talk radio, there would be that many citizens who 
would put up with their vote being taken? How many votes do you need to 

take? What constituencies do you take them from? I could go on and on. 

It is like taking a sledgehammer to crack a nut. 

Baroness Eaton: I accept what you say. 

Darren Hughes: The difficulty is that it is very hard to get people in politics 

and the media, or those involved in policy, all of whom normally have a 
passport or a driver’s licence, or both, to think about life for people who do 

not have those things, either because they are too young or they are too 
old and have decided they no longer want to use them, or because they do 

not have access to them. In the last year or two, the Windrush scandal has 
shown how a lot of people do not have the documentation that everyone 

else takes for granted. You cannot brush over those things. 

We are introducing a new system at significant public cost that will put up 
barriers to people who do not have the correct ID. One of the biggest risks 

is that people forget to take their ID, because they think they will pop in 
to vote as they are jogging back from the gym. They are told that they do 

not have their ID, then their day carries on and they forget to go back. We 
are allowing all these new injustices to form, in order to try to answer an 

allegation of fraud that is not documented as true outside the anecdotes of 

political parties. 

There are more concerns about postal voting, but the scheme is not about 
that; it is about taking your card when you go to vote. That is why we feel 
concerned about it, because that is exactly how these so-called well-

meaning things started in the United States. It leads to massive barriers 
and disfranchisement for voters. I cannot understand how the 

Government, who should be in favour of maximum registration and high 
levels of voting, can go down this rabbit hole. That is why we feel so 

strongly about blowing the whistle on it. 

Michael Sani: I have one point to add, from a solutions perspective. In 

the missing millions report, we did not raise it as an area of priority because 
of the evidence. Faith in the institution is important, but, if we were to go 
down this route, rather than having a £20 million overhaul, and that is it— 

black and white—we should look at its implementation with the young, and 
the benefits of that. We could introduce a system whereby we have a 
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central form of ID that acts as X, Y and Z, and is beneficial to people, 
because, as with the Northern Ireland model, they can use it for internal 

flights, or for going to drinking establishments or overage films. If we 
implemented it in that way, and everyone had access to it and felt that 

there was trust and faith, and it was not alienating certain demographics, 
it could work. But a quick overhaul that alienates certain portions of 

society, as Darren rightly said, could damage faith in the institution even 

more. 

I am in favour, but it needs to be well thought through and pilots need to 
be done. The young are a lot more resilient and a lot more open to change, 
and if we said, “This is one central register so that, when you move, all 

your data is shared across government institutions; it’s a data revolution 

for you”, it could be really beneficial. 

The Chair: Is there a problem about the photo? Is it ID of any sort? Would 
a credit card do or a utility bill? Many people take their poll card with them, 

but I have known people to get to the polling station door and say, “Oh 
dear, I haven’t got my poll card; I won’t be able to vote”. I say, “Off you 

go; you certainly can”. What is the concern? Is it that it is any form of ID, 

or is it the photograph? 

Darren Hughes: The trials that have taken place have tried different 
things. Some have been with photograph ID and others have been non-

photo. Some have been with two forms of ID, if they did not have a photo, 
but only one if it did. In fairness to the Government, they have tried to 
think of lots of different ways in the trials to see whether they work, but 

none of those things placates the overall problem. 

Take the example of the utility bill. If you are worried about fraud and you 
introduce an ID system based on somebody having a utility bill, how easy 
is it fraudulently to copy a utility bill? You open up a whole new area of 

fraud to chase that kind of supposed problem. You would be forcing 44 
million or 45 million people—hopefully more, if we can boost voter 

turnout—all to have to go to the polling station with photographic ID, when 
3.5 million people in the UK do not have photographic ID. Those numbers 

are impossible for people who talk about it to understand. 

The Chair: You are coming back to photographic ID, as if that was 

something specific. Utility bills have never had a photograph. 

Darren Hughes: No, that is right. But it would be crazy to use a utility 

bill, given the simplicity of creating fraudulent ID. As we say, personation 

fraud is not happening at the level that is being assumed. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have a very quick question, which will require 
a one-sentence answer from both of you. Are you in favour of national 

identity cards? Could you see the benefit? Mr Sani referred to what could 
happen if it was widespread and everybody was involved, and then he 

would not see a problem. Would that be your position, Mr Hughes? 
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Darren Hughes: We would not have an organisational view on something 

like that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But you must have a personal view. 

Darren Hughes: I am a New Zealander; I grew up in New Zealand and I 
did not participate in the earlier debates in this country about the topic. I 

know it has been a very emotive topic for a lot of people over many years. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But not for you. 

Darren Hughes: No, that is right. That is why I do not have the 

perspective that I think would be required to decide whether there should 

be a national ID thing. I do not have a personal opinion. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Sani, you are in favour, I understand. 

Michael Sani: If it was done the right way. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. 

Q88 Baroness Mallalieu: Can I ask you about the unfortunate electoral 
administrators, from whom we heard about some of the financial pressures 

and, indeed, work pressures they are under, particularly at the moment 
with the December election? We have heard concerns about the level of 

funding, and you mentioned some of them as well. In your missing millions 
report, there is a reference to the very high levels of stress they are under. 
What ways could you suggest that would give them more support, 

particularly at times like this, which must be a nightmare? 

Michael Sani: I do not think we have enough time. Obviously, they are 

the ones who should be answering that question, but, as an outsider 
looking in, it is about giving them the most up-to-date data so they can 
hyper-target underregistered groups. They are legally bound to ensure a 

full and robust register, but they are working without data. That is 
something I tried to implement myself, with the data-sharing agreement, 

because credit reference agencies in this country have a far more robust 
electoral register than local authorities, which is bizarre. I am trying to 

ensure that there is a system in place whereby the credit reference 
agencies, Experian being the main one, give that data back to the local 
authorities, so that they can hyper-target underregistered groups down to 

the household, thereby making it beneficial to Experian when it buys the 
electoral roll back for statutory pricing, because it is getting names that 

were previously missing. 

Some of the information released by the Electoral Commission is well-

intended guidance, such as, “Tell your marketing team to do this; tell that 
team to do that”, but some local authorities have a team of one, so it is 
very unrealistic. We need an understanding of what resources are in a local 

authority and what is expected of them, so that we can make an informed 
decision, with them in the driving seat, to say, “This is completely 

unrealistic”. That is especially at times when we all go into election mode, 

and it is pedal to the metal. 
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Those would be my main points. Then it is about relieving them of pressure. 
One policy that we hope will turn into legislation was under the Higher 

Education and Research Act 2017, a piece of work that we put a lot of effort 
into. It was around enrolment of students. Students enrol in their university 

course every year; they give the exact same information that is needed to 
be on the electoral roll, and they can opt to share that data with a local 

authority. In Sheffield, in a government pilot, we saw registration levels go 
from 13% to 76%. We campaigned for that to be policy so that every 
university must do it, and at the time the Government said, “No, we don’t 

want to force people to do it. We’ll give guidance and if by September 2019 
the numbers have not drastically changed, there will be a sunrise clause 

that has ended and it will become policy”. We are waiting, and members 
of the APPG are writing to the democratic engagement team and the 
Minister, and the Higher Education Minister, to ask what the evidence 

suggests. 

Things such as that would make life a lot easier for local authorities. Data 

sharing and signposting by default could be a marvellous piece of 
administrative support. I apply for my driving licence and I opt in to the 

electoral roll. If I am in a local authority and I can clearly see where my 
underregistered groups are, I will make more effort to engage those 

citizens, rather than having to do a sweep of the whole constituency in the 

hope that I am picking them up. 

Darren Hughes: I totally agree with everything Mike said. The only thing 
to add is that we should all spare a thought of solidarity to those who work 
in these areas, because it is difficult and stressful work at the best of times. 

People’s patience and tolerance is always stretched around times of 
elections, particularly those who suffer from the condition called 

“candidatitis”. Electoral administrators have to work so hard to deliver a 
quality service. In the nations of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, 

they often have additional responsibilities and duties, with extra public 
polls, in addition to the ones we are talking about. I definitely echo what 
Mike said, and we should think of them in the work they are doing on behalf 

of all citizens at the present time. 

Baroness Mallalieu: They indicated that a central base, where you can 

check whether you are registered or not, would be a great help, because a 
lot of their work right now is due to people thinking that they have not 

registered, and they have no means of checking. 

Darren Hughes: It is understandable that the issue of duplication is 

difficult; it takes up time and money. It is so frustrating, because it is hard 
to accept and understand why it exists in this particular way—that the most 

effective way of checking whether you are on the register is to reregister. 

That seems a really clunky way of going about it. 

The administrators are already overwhelmed with work and inquiries, and 
it is not a well-funded area, as we have both alluded to, and that adds 

pressure. We have had two early general elections fairly close to each 
other, and they are huge pieces of work, quite apart from the political 
discussion and policy exchange that will be going on. Mechanically, they 
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are very big pieces of work, and putting impediments or barriers in place 

makes people’s already tough jobs even harder. 

Lord Dykes: Not only are those hard-pressed officials, who may be 

underfunded, grappling with the electoral register and all that, they are 
delivering an efficient election and election result in numerical terms, 
nothing to do with the politics. On the latter, to be topical for a moment, 

are you anxious about additional problems, because the election is on 12 
December and there will be dark hours and maybe bad weather? Are those 

additional things for which the administrators may need extra funding? 

Darren Hughes: They present extra challenges for the election. I do not 

think that many people would think that they are factors or variables that 
assist the election. I do not think they would say, “Wow, it’s going to be an 

amazing election because it is in mid-December”. But I do not think that 
the fact that it is taking place when it is means that it has to be a negative 

experience. 

It will be very challenging as regards locations and possible inclement 

weather. Parts of the UK get dark very early at that time of the year, and 
there will be security and safety concerns for voters and for staff working 
there. To go slightly outside what we are discussing here, that puts a lot 

of extra responsibility on the candidates in this election to try to conduct 
themselves in a way that inspires people still to want to be part of the 

democratic exercise despite the additional barriers that exist, which are not 
the case in a spring election. General elections are incredibly important, 
and I do not think we should allow any of those environmental factors to 

put us off trying to conduct the best election possible. 

Q89 Lord Dykes: Can we turn to the thorny question, I suppose, of the annual 
canvass and data matching? Apparently, this is a somewhat confusing 
subject for electors, or so we have heard. How could the annual canvass 

and data matching be simplified to make it more accessible for eligible 
electors? Are the proposed reforms to the annual canvass a step in the 

right direction? 

Michael Sani: I think this is more your area, Darren. 

Darren Hughes: Sorry, yes, I am just collecting my thoughts. The annual 
canvass is a resource-intensive effort. We have been thinking about the 

system, and we have already indicated our concerns about the lack of 
resources available overall. We have tried to think of ways in which we 
could achieve the same or similar outcomes, without the full expense of 

the annual canvass. What Mike said earlier is right; if it is being done only 
as a postal exercise, or there is only one standard way of delivering it, 

there will be big gaps as a result. When you consider that what drives us 
is a desire for an improvement in completeness and accuracy, by definition 
that implies a multimodal approach to conducting it and in what the 

intention of the annual canvass is. 

The data-matching component has probably helped, because it is a new 
angle. That is helpful, but, particularly when looking at the underregistered 
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groups, there needs to be a dynamic range of options available for choice 
to try to achieve what the annual canvass does, rather than saying that we 

will treat everyone the same, and we will do a full canvass. Essentially, 
that means doing things in a singular fashion, and we are not sure that is 

cost effective or time effective for the people we are trying to reach out to. 
That is something we are trying to give some thought to, because it is 

important that there is consistency, but the greater driver has to be the 

results, which are about accuracy and completeness. 

Lord Dykes: Mr Sani, do you want to add anything? 

Michael Sani: No. 

Q90 Baroness Mallalieu: Mr Sani, you have already mentioned in your 

evidence that you have done some work with Experian and the Electoral 
Commission on data sharing. Can you tell us what you have been doing, 
and outline what the benefits are, as you see them? 

Michael Sani: Yes, I am trying to establish a data-sharing agreement 
between Experian and the Electoral Commission so that Experian can 

provide accurate data to the commission about where underregistered 
groups are in constituencies, for the commission to make available to the 
local authorities, so that when local authorities target underregistered 

groups they have a more accurate map of where to target. 

Within that accuracy, hopefully, there is the opportunity to be a bit more 
exploratory with the methods. If we can see that those underregistered in 
an area are 16 to 24 year-olds, sending a letter is probably not the best 

form of engagement; it would be a social media campaign, or some other 
way of reaching them. First and foremost, we need an accurate map, and 

then the freedom of knowing where the underregistered groups are can 
allow a local authority better to target them, using different methods, 

depending on age. 

Baroness Mallalieu: Can I ask you about Experian, because I do not know 

very much about how it works? What material can it get its hands on that 

is helpful? 

Michael Sani: Experian buys the electoral roll from local authorities at a 
statutory price. It adds that data to data it already holds on us—from our 
spending habits, from our credit rating or whether we have bank 

accounts—and puts it into one central system. It is able to cross-reference 
that and have a more accurate picture, because it mixes it with other 

datasets as well. It is in favour of data sharing; it is just taking some time, 
with the Electoral Commission’s lawyers and others. I am due to have a 

call tomorrow to ask about it. 

I have been trying to do this for two years. The head of the Association of 

Electoral Administrators says it has been needed for 10 years, so we have 
made a bit of progress. I am asking Experian to allow us to do a pilot in 
this election. If it can tell us where underregistered groups of young people 

are and give us that by age group and street, it could be fabulous for local 
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authorities to use in their methods to engage. But I am not sure if we will 

get it in time. 

Q91 The Chair: This is a final question from me, or perhaps not quite the final 

one. Bite the Ballot has 21 items that it would like tackled. One of our 
problems when we write the report will be whether we have a lot of things 
on that list. The worry is, of course, that, if we have a great number on the 

list, the Government will say that they agree with all the ones that cost 
nothing and do not make much difference. We might think that we should 

concentrate on something really important, so what is really important to 
you out of your 21? What would you go for to change things? 

Michael Sani:  Data sharing, so that, if I update my details on any 

government system, it updates across the periphery of government 
services, including the electoral roll. Political education and engagement of 

young people is a necessity, because I think our society has been seeing 
the effects of the lack of engagement for a number of years. I would like 
pilots for automatic voter registration so that the other recommendations 

can kind of dwindle away, because we transfer to a system where people 
are automatically registered at the age of attainers when they get their NI 

number, which could in future have an identification on it for them to use 

to vote. 

The Chair: What are your thoughts, Mr Hughes? 

Darren Hughes: In the whole picture, one positive change I would like to 
see is that any contact with government services would automatically 
result in a question about registration—the idea of the motor voter-style 

law. That would bring that opportunity, and it would be positive. 

The thing I am worried about and which is a negative, which has the 
potential to be a marking point where we look back and say, “Ah, that’s 
when it all started”, is the voter ID proposal. Because of the reaction when 

we tried to engage on it, we question the motivation, but we are also 
worried about the operation and practice of it, and what it will mean down 

the years. Often, water starts lukewarm and then becomes quite hot, and 
it is hard to know what to do about it. The negative thing to draw attention 
to in improving the Act would be measures that would prevent the 

development of the practice of voter ID and going down a route that we 

would see as Americanisation. 

There is one positive from America, in the motor voter law, and one 
negative from the US, in the system of voter ID, which is designed to make 

it harder to vote and will impact on the people we should be most 
concerned about—the underregistered and the underrepresented, whose 

voices are always the quietest in our community. 

The Chair: I just want to inform the two people who have come to see us 

that a mere 45 years ago Lord Dykes, Lord Campbell-Savours and I found 
ourselves on ballot papers at a general election in the winter, in February 

1974. Edward Heath, on 7 February, decided that there would be an 
election, Parliament was dissolved the next day, and we went to the polls 
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on 28 February, so there were three weeks from start to finish. 

We now find ourselves in a situation whereby, through a decision of 
Parliament, or at least part of Parliament—the House of Commons—we 

decided to have an election and gave six weeks and two days. The House 
of Lords agreed the day after, but, nevertheless, the point is that it is six 
weeks and two days. That is more than double what we had, but, having 

said that, we were blessed with an electoral register; we did not have 
anything like the rolling register. You have double that time; you have 

loads of time. In your organisations, how are you going to spend your time 

in the next six weeks? 

Darren Hughes: I wonder whether that anecdote fits into the category of, 
“It was much harder in my day”. We are all required to say at various 

points, “These people don’t know how easy they’ve got it”. 

As the Electoral Reform Society, we are going to spend our time pointing 

out why we do not believe that we have a system where the number of 
seats a party will receive matches the number of votes it gets. We think 

that is a bad thing, so we will talk about it a lot and loudly in the coming 

six weeks and two days, minus however much of it has already elapsed. 

Michael Sani: We are going to co-ordinate a national voter registration 
drive, which will take us up to voter registration deadline day. We will be 

working in educational establishments, if we can get resources there, from 
Monday, to provide teachers with the comfort and ease to bring a party-
neutral set of games and experiences that end with a call to action to 

register to vote. That has been effective over the years. 

There will be a large-scale social media campaign, which has been slightly 

hindered by the policies recently on social media to clamp down on political 
promotion. We find ourselves in a grey area; we are not telling anyone to 

vote; we just want them to register. That is proving a bit difficult, but we 
will get over it. We are very much in campaign mode and excited about it. 

One thing that we have seen, which I am sure you have seen in the news 
as well, is that young people are registering in huge numbers. If there was 
any malicious intent, which I doubt, in putting the election on 12 

December, it does not seem to be working. It is quite an exciting time. I 
hope that they turn out and, regardless of the result, remain engaged, 

whether they are disappointed or excited, because it is crucial for them to 

play a role. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have a couple of questions. Mr Sani, I noticed 
your response to the Chairman when he asked you about the great number 
of recommendations you have made, which appear to me to be trying to 

make the existing system work. Would you be prepared to think outside 
the box and imagine, perhaps at some stage in the future, that we have 

national identity cards and a national single register? 

Around those two principles, could you design a system that was cheaper, 

more efficient and more effective for registration and voting? Can you 
imagine taking those two principles? You sort of conceded on both the 
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national register and the national identity card. Can you imagine a 
completely different framework from the one we now have? If you can, and 

if you cannot respond today, could you write to us about it, or perhaps 

even express a few views on it now? 

Michael Sani: After 12 December, yes. Ultimately, it is worth saying that 
those recommendations are cross-sector. Bite the Ballot is the secretariat 

for the all-party parliamentary group. It is a cross-sector set of 
recommendations that are generally to aid discussion and bring more 

people into the conversation. Anything is possible, and if those two details 

that you shared were the starting point— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: If they were the core. 

Michael Sani: If they were the core, it would be possible, provided that it 
was clear that it was not to disfranchise any member of society and that it 
worked for the citizen, especially if we are talking about a central database 

and central ID. If you were to tell me that I have one ID that acts as 
everything I need, of course I would say that is fantastic. I am someone 

who is quite tired of changing every single address and then realising that 

I have forgotten one. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could you perhaps ponder over it, over the 
coming months, and write to us about whether you might be able to 

develop that sort of framework? 

Michael Sani: I could. I could go one step further, and you could 

commission me to put some good people together and create it. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That is why I was asking about it. I have a 

second question, which is a bit more difficult, because it deals, essentially, 
with ethnic minorities in inner cities, where we have a problem. Whether 

we like it or not, we have. 

In the framework you are currently looking at, do you see the possibility 

for a two-tier system, whereby the rules and regulations that apply in areas 
that are at high risk—the Electoral Commission, if I remember rightly, has 

identified 16 or 17 of them—were slightly different from the rules that 
might apply in parts of the country, such as Cumbria, where I come from, 
where there is no history whatever of any electoral fraud or any complaints 

whatever about the electoral system and how it works? Can you envisage 

that? 

I know that these are very sensitive areas, but the Electoral Commission 
accepts that there are such areas, which originally it was never prepared 

to accept when we debated these matters five or six years ago in the 
Commons. Now that it accepts that there is a particular problem area, could 

you see a two-tier system in operation, in electoral administration? 

Michael Sani: If I may, my Lord, I refer back to the points I made when 

you asked me about the 21 recommendations. I said that we should be 
thinking outside the box about a system where there is nobody at fear or 

committing fraud, because everyone feels engaged, stimulated, trusting 
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and part of society. I would turn my attention to creating that. With a 
younger audience we can engage early, ensuring that they have the skills, 

ethics and values to participate, and that they understand the channels of 
communication and are ready to hold the Government and Parliament to 

account. 

Then I think we would see a decline in the things you are talking about, 

because they are spurred by fear and frustration, and many are issues in 
the fabric of our society that need addressing as a root cause—not by this 

Committee, I am sure. No, I would not want to pick up on those things and 
say that we need to address them as problems. I am a man who likes to 
look at solutions across the board. We should not be categorising young 

people; we should be creating the most exciting opportunities possible for 
them to be part of this democracy, at all levels of it. That would be my 

thinking. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is that your view as well, Mr Hughes, or do you 

think there is perhaps a need for greater vigilance in certain areas? 

Darren Hughes: You have to go where the evidence leads you. In a sense, 
we already have a two-tier system; in Northern Ireland, for example, 
people have to present their photo ID to vote. But that is not because of 

some anomaly; it was in direct response to the fact that there was 
personation. Hundreds of people were pretending to be someone else, so 

you had to respond to an exact problem that existed. 

There was an issue in one of the London boroughs around postal voting, 

and our existing law and the existing powers for Ministers acted to fix that, 
and a prosecution went through the judicial system, using our current laws. 

We already have the tools when there are issues or problems, and when 
criminality and breaking the law take place, so we do not need to invent 
anything new on top of that. We just need to be dispassionate, look at the 

numbers, think through the practicalities and try to separate political 
assertion from what is actually happening, when we are trying to decide 

on our priorities for electoral administration. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You have just referred to the case in east 

London and, if I recall correctly, in your brief you refer to Andy Erlam, do 

you not? Was it you? 

Darren Hughes: No, it was not us. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you know who Andy Erlam is? 

Darren Hughes: No, I do not. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: He is the chap who took Tower Hamlets to 

court. Do you know about that case? Okay. Fair enough. 

Darren Hughes: In the case I was referring to in my answer, we used all 

the existing provisions to defend the integrity of our electoral processes. 
We did not need any special measures or emergency legislation; when 
there was evidence and a demonstrable attack on the integrity of electoral 
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processes, we were able to fix it through a prosecution and measures that 
Ministers have. In Northern Ireland, when there was a significant problem 

at one stage with personation, there was a response to it. 

When there is only one prosecution for personation out of 44.2 million 
votes, our priority should not be to put a whole new system in place 
whereby there could be negative consequences. We have been talking with 

you this afternoon about positive things that could be done, where that 

£20 million could be much better directed. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask you to follow up on Andy Erlam? 

Darren Hughes: What in particular would you like me to follow up on? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: He made a complaint in the case of a local 

authority, in Tower Hamlets. From all that he has been through arising out 
of that, and the conclusions he has drawn, he has submitted a substantial 

amount of evidence to the Committee, and you might want to read what 
he has to say. He is very much in favour of some form of voter ID, as a 

result of his experience, and I notice that you are very opposed. 

Darren Hughes: Very much so, yes. 

Michael Sani: Can I put one final point on record? With the powers of this 
Committee, it would be good if a spotlight was shone on the parliamentary 

institutions that have responsibility in this area, such as the democratic 
engagement team at the Cabinet Office. We should be making such teams 

accountable for how much money they have spent, where it has gone and 
what the results were. National democracy week was introduced last year. 
On the government portal at the time of national democracy week, there 

was not a single spike on its heart monitor-shaped evidence. I think that 

is important. 

We often hear from large-scale government-funded initiatives such as the 
National Citizen Service about what it does around citizen engagement, yet 

there is no evidence of voter registration from those programmes. For me, 
it is very difficult to call something “the National Citizen Service” if young 

people leave school not fully understanding what it means to be a citizen 
and to be registered. There are things that can be done in the short term 
to ensure that institutions that take a lot of taxpayers’ money, which have 

the privilege to be in this area of engagement, do a bit more, in times when 

small charities are closing through lack of funding. 

The Chair: What you have said is on the record. We will bear it in mind 
and see what further opportunities are open to us. Thank you very much 

indeed for coming.     
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Q147 The Chair: Welcome to this evidence session of the Select Committee on 
the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. The meeting is 

being broadcast live via the parliamentary website. A transcript of the 
meeting will be taken and published on the committee website. You will 
have the opportunity to make corrections to that transcript where 

necessary. That is the formal bit.  

We now go into the detailed questioning. The first one from me is about 

how your local authority came to be involved in this voter ID pilot. Can you 
tell us a little about what form of voter ID was required in your pilot? It 
may well have been different in each of the cases. In other words, how did 

you come to join this club? 

Charlotte Griffiths: Woking has been on the Electoral Commission’s list 

of areas that are at risk of electoral fraud for many years. That is hopefully 
now moving off the radar. When the pilots were announced, our returning 
officer came out of his office and said, “Right, Charlotte. We are doing the 

pilot. Get in touch with the Cabinet Office and get your name down”. I said, 

“Okay, fine”, so we did.  

For us, it was always about trying to look at the most secure way of doing 
this. From the very beginning, it was about trialling photographic ID; that 

was the most secure way of getting ID in the polling station. We did look 
to get council support on that as well and, because the councillors were 

aware of the historic situation in Woking, they supported us going forward 
with the Cabinet Office. We went back to them with our proposals as to 
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what we would look to trial in 2018, to which they agreed, and then we 

were on the pilot. 

Subsequently, because we have elections by thirds, there was an 

opportunity for us to take part in 2019 as well. From our point of view, 
because it had worked in 2018, doing it again in 2019 was able to provide 
that extra level of reassurance as to whether it was a blip or whether it 

could be sustained in the area and, hopefully, provide more information for 
the Cabinet Office and the Electoral Commission to make their proper 

evaluation.  

The Chair: What form of ID did you pilot? 

Charlotte Griffiths: We went with the full photographic ID, so not a poll 

card or mix; it had to be a photographic form of ID. Between the two years, 
the list of ID that we asked for did change, following feedback in 2018. In 
addition to that, we had our own local elector card. I hasten to add that it 

was not an ID card; it was a local elector card that we issued to people 

that did not have one of the prescribed forms of ID.  

Gordon Amos: It was quite similar—but the opposite in a way. We do not, 
in Watford, have any particular history of electoral fraud. We have a similar 

sort of population, in so far as it is very much a cross-section—a third, a 
third, a third—with regards to residents and origins. The way we looked at 

it was from the point of view that forcing photographic ID would create 

problems for certain sections within the community.  

Consequently, how did we get involved? I have to say that it was my fault. 
Going back to 2014, I was involved with the Cabinet Office to establish 
IER—Individual Electoral Registration—and I was the county lead for 

Hertfordshire. I worked closely with the Cabinet Office and consequently 
had a reasonably good relationship with the Senior Civil Service’s Mark 

Hughes. We sat down and talked about it, and agreed that a means to 
tighten up the security was essential, on the basis that the prospect and 

the possibility of electoral fraud was there. We all recognised it. Certain 
categories of people, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, do not vote. It is against 
what they believe, on the whole and, as a consequence, if you knew 

somebody like that who was not going to vote, you could just turn up at 
his polling station, pretend you were him and cast his vote. This 

personation and the particular type of fraud that we are talking about really 

stood out.  

As I said, I have been doing the job for a long time—almost 40 years this 
year—and only once, in all of those years, have I ever had a case of 
personation. The situation is, “How do you prove it?” In the example that 

I highlighted to you there, that person does not go to vote. That person 
does not check whether he has been out and voted. We never knew what 

level of personation as a fraud had been committed across the UK. 

There were cases. But concern, criticism across the board was always, 

“Why use this sledgehammer to crack a nut?” Because so few numbers 
actually lead to prosecution that must mean that there are so few cases 
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actually committed to start with. It certainly is an unknown but the fear 
was, similarly, that, “If it is not a big problem, are we disenfranchising 

people, or is there a potential for disenfranchising people, by forcing them 

to bring photographic ID?”  

We came up with a solution that was based upon the poll card. People said, 
“It is just a document. It has no photo on it or anything else”, but, stepping 

back, the way we looked at it was that the poll card was prepared for a 
specific election. It was delivered to the individual’s registered address only 

a matter of a week or two before the polling date. Therefore, there had to 

be a contact between that person and that address. 

Perhaps it is a good idea to take you back to that one occasion when I said 
I had a case of personation. It was when a businessman had gone to 

America. There was a parliamentary election and, hey presto, he was very 
forward-thinking; he appointed somebody to act as his proxy. On the day 
in question, somebody else turned up and voted as him, so literally stole 

his vote. Later on that day, the proxy turned up and is told he has already 
been in to vote: “He cannot have done. He is in America on business. That 

is why he appointed me to act as his proxy”.  

The next step is to take it further. Report case to the police, the police do 

their investigations and they ask the questions, but, at the end of the day, 
where does it end up? Nowhere, because you ask the polling staff, “Do you 

remember the chap who came in? How many people came in?” “Several 
hundred. I don’t know what he looked like. I cannot remember him at all”. 
Consequently, the police have nowhere to start, but, going back to the way 

in which we looked at the poll card way of piloting it, that poll card was 
delivered to that address. If the person turns up at the polling station with 

that poll card, he clearly had access to that address, unless he has burgled 
it. He either uses the poll card that was delivered to the registration 
address—there is security there—or else he has some other form of 

photographic-type ID, which would have been acceptable.  

Mark and I talked this one through quite extensively. As I said, he turned 
round to me and said, “Will you do it? Can you do this thing, using 
technology as well?” We have a solid way of going forward, without the 

need for photographic evidence and without the possibility of 

disenfranchising anybody.  

Perhaps I should say now that it is a fact that there are a number of people 
in the communities around the country who have no photographic ID. 

There is no question about it. They are elderly or more suspect groups or 
individuals. I have a partner with a 99-year-old mother who has no 

passport and no driving licence. There are thousands of people in the UK 
like this, and our concern was that those would all go to ground. They 
would be lost in the need for this type of thing. It is okay to say, “That is 

fine. We have put a system in place whereby the electoral registration 
officers and local councils have a responsibility to find these people and 

ensure they have the facilities and the means to obtain”—as in Charlotte’s 
case there—“a voter ID card”, but we have to be honest about this: if you 
are elderly or in one of those minority groups, the chance of you actually 
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taking up that opportunity is reduced, because they will not bother. That 

is the fear.  

Democracy is there. What we have in the UK is special and it needs to be 

there for all the people who are eligible. Using the poll card was seen as 
the means to enable that to happen. I had to go back to my council and 
try to convince my returning officer and my elected mayor, Dorothy 

Thornhill, who is now in the House of Lords. They both agreed that there 
was danger of disenfranchising the electorate and, therefore, it was good 

to pursue our particular type of pilot. 

The Chair: Many people think they have to bring the poll card anyway. 

Many people think that at the present time, but you must have printed on 

your poll card, in big print, “Bring this with you”. 

Gordon Amos: Absolutely, and it was done in conjunction with technology 

in the polling station. That put the extra security aspect in it as well. 

Lord Hayward: Sorry to interrupt, but I have just turned up the poster 
that you used. I do not know whether it is a poster, but it actually says, 

“Bring your poll card with you, Watford, 3 May 2018”. Was that issued to 

voters, or was it a poster in the local papers? What means was used? 

Gordon Amos: There was a whole extensive advertising campaign. There 
were posters. That information was included on the actual poll cards, on 

the poll card envelopes and everything out there. The statistics, if you want 

me to go into that, proved that message was delivered. 

The Chair: The other thing on that is whether you had evidence as to how 

many people were turned away because they had not brought the poll card. 

Gordon Amos: Yes. I have those statistics if you want them. 

The Chair: Is that significant? 

Gordon Amos: The number turned away without poll cards was quite low. 
Very similar to Northern Ireland, the vast majority of those who did turn 
up without a poll card went away and came back with some other form of 

ID. The total number of voters who were disenfranchised, because they 
brought neither their poll card nor another form of photographic ID that 

was acceptable, ironically was 42, both in 2018 and 2019. 

The Chair: That is across a parliamentary constituency? 

Gordon Amos: That is across the whole borough. 

Lord Dykes: How many posters were displayed in other places? 

Gordon Amos: It was a vast campaign. They were displayed in the high 
street; they were on bus shelters; they were on waste wagons. I was even 

on the local radio, I am sad to say.  

Q148 Lord Wills: I find the way you have gone about trying to square this circle 

very impressive, because, as you know, many people are very worried 
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about the introduction of voter ID and disenfranchisement. I just wondered 
what you thought about future-proofing your poll card system and whether 

you would envisage there always being some sort of paper element to the 
process. 

Gordon Amos: We have already thought ahead of that. You are quite 
correct. The poll card is paper, as is required by current regulations, but 

just as we travel on aeroplanes and trains, et cetera, nowadays, it could 

be done on a mobile phone. 

Lord Wills: Have you developed that system? 

Gordon Amos: The software provider that we worked with in 2018 and 

2019 has already done some work in that regard, yes, and we have 

supported them. 

Steve Daynes: Unlike Charlotte and Gordon, who came on board in 2018, 
I was part of the reference group in 2018, so did not run a pilot; I am the 

new boy, if you like. Taking the models that both Charlotte at Woking and 
Gordon at Watford ran, my returning officer at Braintree and I had a look 

at how things were progressing, took account of our heavily rural area and 
came to the conclusion that, because of the infrastructures, both transport 

and digital, probably a totally photo model would not suit our demographic.  

We came up with a proposal to have a mixed model, where electors could 

either bring a photo or two types of non-photo, one of which must contain 
the address. That is relatively straightforward because, similar to Watford, 
they have the poll card, so they already have one piece of evidence. They 

could then bring their debit card, credit card or bank statement and, as the 
pilot progressed, the list ended up with about 28 different non-photo pieces 

of evidence. 

In reality, probably two or three non-photo pieces of evidence would be 

sufficient going forward, but our main concern, similar to Watford’s, was 
that the elderly, some of the ethnic minorities and the LGBT community 

may have difficulty in producing photographic evidence. Therefore, if there 
was a non-photo bailout or get-out-of-jail-free card, that would underpin 
the whole security of the ballot, but, by the same token, it would provide 

them with the opportunity of voting without having to seek out an 
additional piece of evidence. If we take my elderly father, he would be 

unlikely to go out and get a piece of photo evidence just to hang on to for 

one year.  

I will probably get killed by my colleagues for saying this, but elections do 
not come along every week, although it seems like it at the moment. The 
electors may well lose their card, so then we are into a reissuing of a card. 

I am not convinced that to have an electoral card would be a solution, given 

that, in this day and age, we have a vast array of evidence available to us. 

Lord Wills: I have just one follow-up question. You all seem to be 
addressing this problem very constructively, and the thought just occurs 

to me that when you have all these alternative forms of identification, what 
argument would you make for the Government proceeding with voter ID 
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and photographic evidence at all? You are quite comfortable, apparently, 
taking alternative forms of identification. Why go to all the expense and 

bother of voter ID, particularly when I still bear the scars of when the last 
Labour Government was thinking about bringing ID cards in, and a huge 

number of people who are now very vigorously in favour of voter ID were 
very vociferous in telling us what a terrible idea that was. I just wonder 

what arguments you would bring forward for proceeding with voter ID. 

Steve Daynes: The argument is that there is no large-scale evidence of 

voter fraud in this country. There are isolated high-profile cases, but to say 
that it is never going to happen is a bit like horses and stable doors. There 
is a belief that, in becoming an elected councillor or Member of Parliament, 

there is both financial kudos and status in society, and that has an 
increasing value to some people. If you place value on it, then there are 

people who may well seek to exploit that.  

Q149 Lord Wills: You have brought in other measures apart from the specific 

voter ID card to prove identity, which you are presumably happy are 
robust. Why proceed with something new? Why go to the expense, with 

the problems of voter ID cards and all the challenges you have mentioned? 
What specifically can that contribute when you are prepared to accept 
alternative forms of ID to tackle the problem you have just mentioned? 

Gordon Amos: When I was talking to Mark back in those early days, quite 
bluntly, I said that we would perhaps be looked at and accused by Joe 

Public of bringing in ID cards via the backdoor, as a political point. There 
is no question about that, Labour was defeated, they could not introduce 
them and all of a sudden, you are bringing them in via a short route. There 

was also that element of trying to protect returning officers. It is part of 
our job, on a day-to-day basis, to make sure that elections are run correctly 

and smoothly and to make sure that that sort of criticism does not fall back 

upon them.  

Going back to what Steve said there, there is no proof of the level of it, 
although, as I highlighted, it may be far higher than any of us think, so 

some sort of safeguard for our democratic system has to be there. The poll 
card is part of what we all do now anyway. Somebody said earlier on that 
everybody brings them because they think they have to. The truth of the 

matter is that on every poll card it says, “You do not have to bring this”, 
because the Electoral Commission say we have to print it. The reason they 

did that was that several years ago voter turnout was going low, and it was 
thought that people might think that they have to have a poll card and, if 
that is the case, if they cannot find it they do not bother voting. The idea 

was, “This is affecting voter turnout, so we will tell them they do not have 

to bring it”.  

It causes problems for us as administrators, because if people bring their 
poll card with them the whole process in the polling station is far smoother 

and far quicker. It helps the voter and it helps the staff, so that was a 
backwards step, although, if we are honest about it, many of us might say 

we print that bit of print quite small, but it is on every poll card because it 

is a statutory requirement. 
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Q150 The Chair: I get a water bill and a council tax bill through my letterbox, 
but I do not get a telephone bill, a gas bill or an electric bill. Is that a 

problem, in terms of there being less evidence with name and address on 
a document. 

Steve Daynes: In the model we adopted, you were not allowed to show 
your telephone bill on your digital device at the polling station, but you 

were allowed to print it off your device and then present that in paper form. 
The rationale behind it, if I get this right, is that I could have access to my 
father’s gas bill and, therefore, I could go along and present my father’s 

gas bill with my father’s poll card and then effectively vote as my father. 
Yes, you could argue that I could print it off, but it is introducing layers of 

surety and making it proportionate to what we are seeking to achieve. The 
important thing is that any measures that are introduced are proportionate 

to what our ultimate aim is. 

Gordon Amos: It was a different system, but what I have to say is the 
idea for voters is to keep it relatively simple. People do not go to do things 

if it is going to be complex. They just do not bother going back a second 
time. The way in which we looked at it in Watford was to keep it relatively 

simple, and the number of alternative types of ID should be limited. There 

is no question about it.  

The big stress, as you quite rightly pointed out with regard to our 
advertising, was to bring your poll card. If you brought your poll card, that 

is all you needed to do. That, as far as we were concerned as a security 
item, meant you were verbally confirming your name and address and you 
were bringing something that was delivered to your residential address 

within a recent time period. Therefore, if somebody has taken it, the police 
have somewhere to start investigations, unlike that case I referred to from 

way back in my history. 

Q151 Baroness Pidding: My question has already been answered. It was about 

what impact you think voter ID pilots had on tackling fraud and the 
perception of fraud in elections. Would I be right in saying that you have 

all answered that already, unless anyone has anything to add? 

Charlotte Griffiths: I would just like to add, going back to the previous 
questions, that throughout the whole registration and voting process there 

are some checks. With individual registration people now have to provide 
their national insurance number and date of birth to get on to the electoral 

register. There is a check with the postal vote applications; people have to 
provide their signature and date of birth. There are still no checks in the 

polling station. That still remains the weakest link in the voting process.  

If you are going to truly confirm who that person is when they come to the 

polling station and vote, you can only do that with photographic ID, 
because you are guaranteeing that the person presenting in front of you is 
that person who you are going to issue the ballot paper to, who is listed on 

the register. Also, with doing that, you are not then trying to investigate 
something after someone has voted. Potentially, you might have an 

allegation that someone has misused a poll card, but that is after the 
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election. That is then going into the realms of investigating after an election 

and potentially going down the petition route.  

If there are any queries with the photo ID when someone presents it in 

front of you, you are dealing with it before they are issued with a ballot 
paper and before they cast that vote. That is where there is the distinction 
between looking at it before potential electoral fraud occurs or afterwards, 

to be honest. For us, it was doing it in the polling station. 

Just to make reference to the issue of the future-proofing of the poll card, 
if you then start emailing to people, you do then lose the property link. A 
big play has been made on the fact that you have delivered it, but if it is 

sent electronically to somebody, you have no guarantee where that was 

sent and also where that person lives. 

Baroness Pidding: Can I ask a slightly different question? Have any of 
the three of you any experience of someone turning up at a polling station 

with their form of ID or their polling card, et cetera, and there being an 
issue with it? How often has that occurred, where it is then taking your 

officials at the polling station quite a lot of time to try to sort that out? Does 

that person then get given a vote or not? Are there many cases of that? 

Charlotte Griffiths: For us in Woking, in 2018 there were 991 people who 
either did not bring the correct ID or brought no ID. Of course, that then 

took time for the presiding officer to discuss with them what the 
requirements were. They had leaflets to give back to the elector saying, 
“This is what you need to bring”, and then they were given the opportunity 

to come back to the polling station with it later. In terms of the feedback 
from polling stations, that did not give a significant delay to the overall 

process in the polling station, no more so than usual queries that we get 
from electors saying they are not on the register, which we have to deal 

with on a day-to-day election basis as well. 

Steve Daynes: As far as Braintree is concerned, we did not have anywhere 

where the identity that was presented was rejected. We had 200 electors 
turn up at polling stations without the correct identification. They were sent 
away and all but 73 returned; 130 came back with correct ID and 73 

decided that they did not want to make the second journey. There is no 
evidence, one way or the other, as to whether they did not have the correct 

ID or they just could not be bothered to return and it was their choice. 
They could have kept coming back with different pieces of ID until the close 
of poll. There was no limit on the number of times they could try, and our 

staff were briefed to look at everything in a sensible way.  

Gordon Amos: In the case of Watford, in the two pilots, 194 and 209 

voters turned up on the day without any form of ID, of whom the majority 
returned. On both occasions, ironically, as I said previously, 42 electors 

were declined their vote because they did not return for whatever reason.  

 
1 The witness subsequently corrected this figure to 89. 
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The security aspect of it with poll cards is much stronger than you would 
think. As I said, because of the way it is, you could only use that poll card 

for that particular election. It was delivered to that address. The way in 
which my returning officer looked at it was that it was a proportional and 

adequate solution to what the problem was.  

If we had ID cards in this country, there would be no problem, but we have 

not. Consequently, we are being asked to deliver something that is going 
to depend upon bringing in different forms of ID. It is very complex. I am 

sure Steve’s scheme was good and worked well, as indeed all of ours did, 
because we make them work well—that is our job—but from an elector’s 
point of view, if you say, “You can bring one of 20-odd pieces of 

documentation”, most people have stopped reading after the first two.  

Having said that, if you look at the types of ID that were brought by the 
electorate, the picture driving licence nowadays has become the UK 
photographic evidence. There is no question about that. With the exception 

of poll cards, which our pilot was all based upon—virtually 90% of people 
brought their poll cards—it was picture driving licences. Passports, in 

comparison, were minute; there were less than half as many. 

Q152 Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Amos, you said before that there was no 

history of electoral fraud in your area, apart from the one incident you 
referred to. Is that the same for the other two witnesses? Have you had no 

history of electoral fraud? 

Steve Daynes: I have no evidence of any in Braintree. 

Charlotte Griffiths: We had an election petition in 2012, although that 
related to postal vote fraud. It was not linked to registration. We had a 

subsequent petition and we have had criminal prosecutions. Those were 

the known ones with the police. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In other words, all of these changes could be 
described as unnecessary, could they not? If you have had no problem with 

fraud, then, in your pilots, you have introduced these changes to deal with 

a problem that, in effect, did not exist. Is that fair? 

Gordon Amos: As I said earlier, the potential for that is there. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I understand the potential but we are talking 

about whether there is a problem.  

Gordon Amos: We do not know. Nobody knows because there are so 
many people and nobody proves that they have been to vote. Nobody is 
asked if they have been to vote. Nobody checks the polling register, except 

political parties. Those are the facts. The truth of the matter is there could 
be thousands of cases of personation at every national election, when the 

voter turnout is far greater. 

The change in Northern Ireland was based upon that very crime. That is 

the reason why they had to change the system and have voter ID cards. 
This is historic. We have a very special democracy in the United Kingdom. 
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I have spent my life devoted to it, but, by the same token, we need to 

protect it and ensure that it is kept safe. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask you one other little question? In our 

briefing here, we have four models: a photographic ID model, where 
electors had to bring one form of ID; a mixed ID model, where electors 
had to bring either one form of photo ID or two forms of non-photo ID; a 

poll card model, where electors had to bring their poll card to the polling 
station; and a scannable poll card model. Which one of those would you 

prefer, with all your experience? 

Charlotte Griffiths: I prefer the solely photographic ID. 

Gordon Amos: I favour the scannable poll cards. If you come without your 

poll card and you have your driving licence, there is a solution there. In 
2018, we included a named credit or debit card, so if you turned up and 
had forgotten your poll card but you had your credit card, you could use 

that. That was removed in the second one because it was not felt to be 
safe, but I do not let anybody have my debit or credit cards, and I think 

most people are the same. 

Steve Daynes: Clearly, I favour the mixed model.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: You favour the mixed model. You all have a 

different position, and yet none of you have had fraud in your areas. 

Lord Hayward: Woking had a major fraud case. 

Charlotte Griffiths: Yes. We had a petition in 2012 following the local 
elections. We have also had allegations going through one particular ward 

of Woking since I took over in 2005, so it is not unknown in our area. That 
is why we were on the Electoral Commission’s list of areas at risk of 

electoral fraud. 

Q153 Lord Hayward: You have covered a lot in relation to demographic groups 

that are less likely to have had issues with access to ID. You have identified 
a number of them between you. Are there measures to which you have not 

referred that might be needed to avoid disenfranchisement under a 
mandatory voter ID system? 

Steve Daynes: Yes. Clearly, with some cultural headwear, such as hijabs 

and niqabs, the requirement for any form of identification to be done by a 
female then requires that every polling station has a female present. That 

can present returning officers with a challenge, especially if you have the 
designated female member of staff going sick on the Wednesday and there 
is the election on the Thursday; you suddenly have to shuffle your pack 

and get a female to a very rural location. It presents returning officers in 

heavily ethnic populated areas with significant challenges. 

Charlotte Griffiths: I have a different perspective on that. From our set-
up in the polling station, we considered having the mixed members of staff 

and, by and large, that was part of our requirement process and the 
management of the polling station staff. We ensured that we had mixed 
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polling station teams available in all our polling stations. Likewise, there 
was the issue of people bringing the photo ID but perhaps not wanting to 

show their face in public.  

Also, if someone presented to the polling station team and did not quite 
match the photo on there, which could have been for transgender reasons, 
we gave them an area in the polling station, away from the issuing of the 

ballot paper but still within the room—it was screened off—so that the 
presiding officer could have a quiet word with the elector, discuss any 

discrepancy and view their face, away from the open polling station but 
still within the room itself. As I say, it was just away from the main issuing 
desk. We publicised that as well, so that people knew. The particular groups 

that might affect were advised that this provision would be in place, to 
make sure that anybody coming into the polling station knew that they 

would be able to have their ID checked and they would be able to feel 

comfortable to do so. 

Gordon Amos: In the case of Watford, the poll card eliminated all of that. 
We put in place all those requirements. We had a high percentage of lady 

staff anyway to work for us at the polling stations, so we did ensure that 
every polling station had a lady there to do it. It was not necessarily the 
presiding officer or the manager at the polling station. It could have been 

one of the clerks, so then you are asking somebody in a bit of a less 
responsible position to make those checks on your behalf. It all makes it a 

bit more of a challenge for the polling staff.  

That said, of course, if they brought their poll card, the risk was removed, 

because if that was delivered, they were asked the question, “Are you the 
person and the name that appears on the register?”, and if their 

confirmation was correct, they were issued with their ballot paper. You 
would not get disenfranchised just because you are transgender or 

whatever.  

Lord Hayward: You all have elections of one form, and two of you of two 

forms, coming up, allowing for coronavirus, et cetera. Are you going to 
require any form of voter ID in the elections in a few weeks’ time or have 

you dropped it? 

Charlotte Griffiths: No2. 

Steve Daynes: No. 

Gordon Amos: No. 

Lord Hayward: You have dropped it.  

 
2 The witness wished to clarify that in reference to the question of running ID pilots in 2020, the 
Cabinet Office was not running ID pilots this year, therefore there was no opportunity to participate 

in a pilot.  The Returning Officers do not have the power to enforce voter ID without a Pilot Order, 
therefore the respective Returning Officers have not ‘dropped’ the pilots.   

 



Braintree District Council, Woking Borough Council and Watford Borough Council 

- Oral evidence (QQ 147-158) 

 

Gordon Amos: It was not so much a case of dropping it, but after 

December’s elections, there has been very little time. 

Q154 Lord Dykes: Did you notice any impact on voter turnout or what we would 

call democratic engagement? Was there any local backlash against the 
need to bring ID to the polling stations? 

Charlotte Griffiths: It is fair to say we structured our media strategy 

around an equalities impact assessment. We tried to identify all the 
relevant community groups in the area that could be particularly affected 

by the provision for bringing photo ID. We improved our engagement with 
the local groups. We did additional work with a homeless shelter and 
managed to get some homeless people on the electoral register, and issued 

them with a local elector card as well, which was an ancillary benefit for 
them to coming to the polling station and voting. From our point of view, 

we felt that we built those good relations with those groups because of the 
pilot. We also worked with the CAB. It definitely strengthened our 

engagement efforts and raised the profile.  

Overall turnout was not affected and, anecdotally, the leader of our council 

said, “I think actually the voter ID promotion you did probably increased 
the turnout, and we would not have had as high a turnout because there 
were not any contentious issues locally”. From our point of view, the raw 

figures on turnout were not affected by running the ID pilot. 

Gordon Amos: The same goes for Watford. The extensive advertising 

campaign increased the turnout at both the 2018 and 2019 elections. 

Steve Daynes: As far as Braintree was concerned, I could not actually say 
that it increased turnout. We certainly did an extensive advertising 

campaign, both on social media and on the sides of refuse freighters. You 
could not go anywhere without seeing, “Bring ID to vote”, but unfortunately 
we did have one very high-profile case. It was one of our electors who 

brought the case against the Minister for judicial review, so we got 
unwanted publicity from that. Somebody once said, “Any publicity is good 

publicity”; when I told my returning officer we were being named in a JR, 

he probably disagreed with that statement. 

Charlotte Griffiths: From 2018 there was a lot more backlash on social 
media. A lot of it was self-moderating, because for all the negative 

comments that we received, we then had members of the public coming in 
in support of the pilot. We tried to let that rumble on in the background 
and only went in to correct factual inaccuracies, rather than wade into the 

pros and cons. In 2019 it was quite strange; because we had run it in 2018, 
there was not really a murmur on social media about the election. It was 

reminding people to come and vote and to bring their ID, but there was 
not the interest. We had run it once and now we were running it a second 
time, and it was like people knew that was what we were doing in Woking: 

“Bring your ID with you”. 

Gordon Amos: In Watford, following the 2018 election we had a by-
election. One of our councillors was elected as mayor, so consequently 



Braintree District Council, Woking Borough Council and Watford Borough Council 

- Oral evidence (QQ 147-158) 

 

there was a very fast by-election following it. The electorate were 
disappointed that the security aspect of the poll cards was not there; they 

actually complained. It was similar for the European election in 2019, 
although there was a different focus for that particular one. We encouraged 

our polling staff to say, “That is lovely. Thank you very much”, but not to 
say, whatever they did, “You do not need that”, because something was 

going to come and we did not want to discourage them. Clearly, there was 

public appetite for us to continue with what we had started. 

Q155 Lord Janvrin: We have covered some of my question. It is about the 
arrangements made to assist voters who did not have the required ID. 
Could you each in turn say what arrangements were made, and then 

whether there are any lessons or potential challenges with having to 
provide such ID when voter ID is rolled out across the UK? As a final point, 

how many local elector ID cards did you actually have to issue during the 
pilot?  

Steve Daynes: For Braintree, we only had to issue one. Surprisingly 

enough, it was not the gentleman who brought the judicial review, although 
I was fully expecting it at five minutes to deadline. There is an opportunity 

there to clog the system up, should any group want to do so. However, we 

did not experience that. As I say, we only had the one application. 

Lord Janvrin: You only had one because you had such a range of 

documents. Would you draw that conclusion? 

Steve Daynes: I have no hard and fast evidence to support that. Of our 
electorate, 1,100 electors presented a poll card as part of their non-photo 

ID. That is not to say that 1,100 electors had not got the required photo 

ID. It is just that they chose to present whatever they presented.  

Looking at the Electoral Commission statistics, they suggest that across all 
the pilots very low numbers of electoral identity documents were issued. 

Gordon and Charlotte will speak for themselves. The Braintree electorate, 
even though it is dotted around 60 or 70 different little parishes in the 

fields of Essex, is not any different to probably an urban electorate such as 
Watford or Woking. However, they would have difficulties in getting in if 

they were not digitally enabled to make those applications. 

Gordon Amos: Similarly, in Watford, the numbers were not high. What 

we ensured with both the pilots, to ensure the enfranchisement of the 
electorate, was that the possibility was there to get a replacement poll card 
up until 9 pm on the day of poll. In actual fact, in 2018 we issued only four 

replacements in total. In 2019 it was slightly different. We issued, 
theoretically, 37. That was purely and simply on the basis that, as I said 

to you, one of the forms of ID that was acceptable in 2018 was a credit or 
debit card. If that had your initials and your surname or your full name and 
your surname on, that was an acceptable proof of ID, but it was told to us 

that that would not be acceptable because people give their credit cards to 
anybody to just touch and go, which I did not understand. Anyway, that 

was the position, so that may have been a contributor to the increase in 

that.  
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We know we replaced four in 2018 because it was quite a fraught process 
to get those replacements done with the technology, in order to get them 

reissued with the required QR codes. In 2019 that was simplified, but in 
both years we got calls from the public saying, “The dog has eaten my poll 

card”, or whatever. We asked them, “Have you got some other form of 
ID?” Invariably, they said, “I have this”. We said, “Are you happy to bring 

your passport?” and, if they were, we did not have to issue the 

replacement.  

In 2018 four replacements were done. In 2019 there were 37 cancellations. 
That is not to say that there were 37 replacements. I do not have the 
number of cancellations in 2018, because they were just simply cancelled. 

I have the replacements for certain. The 37 cancellations were 
cancellations but not necessarily to have a replacement, because most 

people agreed that they had and were happy to bring one of the acceptable 

alternative forms of ID. 

Charlotte Griffiths: We issued 27 in 2019 and 63 in 2018. We issued our 
own photographic card with the elector’s photo on there. We tried to make 

that process as accessible as possible. We offered to take photographs of 
people at the civic offices, but also did roadshows around the borough and 
promoted those. If people needed to get photographic ID, we could go 

around the borough, take a photo of them and then send them a hard copy 
or an email copy, to get that witnessed by somebody else. That was also 

available at the civic offices.  

We also had a fully automated e-form system, where someone could do 

the whole process of uploading documentation to support the application 
process remotely, as well as sending us a photo that had been witnessed 

by somebody else electronically. We tried to make it as accessible from 

both ends for that application process. 

When we were out in Woking taking photos, people were quite surprised. 
They said, “Can I do this now with you?” I said, “Here is the form. We will 

take your photo”, and then all we needed to get it back was someone 
confirming that was their identity. From our point of view, it worked. This 
was an unknown situation when the pilots were first announced. When we 

first started promoting it, we had that trepidation: “Are people going to 
apply for these?” We then had applications coming in. It was quite 

interesting to see the demographics of the people. Anecdotally, from when 
we met them in the civic offices, there was not one particular category of 
people that was applying for them. It was a range of ages, male and 

female, who did not have the photographic ID that we were asking for.  

We found that the system worked for us. Although we only issued 27 for 
2019’s pilot, because people had been issued with them in 2018, we wrote 
to them to advise that they were still eligible to be in force for the 2019 

election, so we had more than those 27 in circulation for the election itself.  

Q156 The Chair: In earlier evidence we have had, we have heard quite a lot 
about resources. As far as voter ID is concerned, did you need extra 
resources and support because of the introduction of voter ID? 
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Steve Daynes: Yes, we did. We needed additional resources. Because it 
was new and we are a rural community, we needed a heavy input from our 

communications team. We had a member of staff working pretty much flat-
out for a couple of months on making sure that the message was getting 

out to all our outreach and remote locations. As I said earlier, by the time 
we finished, every house had had about three or four mailshots and we 

had advertising campaigns, so media was a massive thing. If you go into 
a national campaign or roll out nationally, that is going to be dealt with 
centrally and you are going to see that on the adverts in “Coronation 

Street”, more than likely. From that point of view, the resourcing is an 

issue.  

On polling stations, I would agree with the colleague from Northern Ireland 
when she said that the actual checking of the evidence did not prolong 

issuing the ballot paper significantly. Yes, we had to train our staff to deal 
with this new issue of identification. For the first time ever, they were 
effectively in the position of challenging every elector coming in, saying, 

“Can I have your ID?” and then dealing with the conflict-resolution-type 
stuff, where the elector says, “I don’t agree with this”, and gets grumpy 

with them. That was an issue, but that was dealt with through an extended 
training session, which was 15 or 20 minutes on top of the normal training, 

and the staff did not find any problems with it at the polling stations. 

Gordon Amos: It was a pilot. There is a request from the Cabinet Office, 

the Electoral Commission and various organisations to know what is being 
done, how it is being done and to keep all the proof and evidence along 
the way, so it does take more manpower. Certainly, that was the case for 

my team—the electoral services office—and communications, and, because 
it was a technology pilot, the ICT section needed to also be involved. We 

did, as a consequence of that, have an additional electoral registration 
member for the period of the project, and we also had to employ an IT 

technician. 

You have to bear in mind that there was uncertainty and you had to ensure, 

from a returning officer’s point of view, that all the risks were better than 
covered. In that regard, it was necessary to test all the polling station 
venues for internet connectivity and suchlike, so all of that went into it in 

Watford’s example, although it was proven and developed further by 2019 
that the internet connectivity was not a problem. We did not have to do 

the same sort of checking and testing the second time; only if a polling 
station had moved would that have been required, so that was all reduced. 
I would foresee those sorts of costings reducing as and when more and 

more of the pilots and the work became the normal function and practice. 

There was additional cost, but lots of it was because it was the pilot. 

Charlotte Griffiths: Similar to what Mr Daynes has said, the promotion of 
the scheme was the bulk of our costs. From both of the photographic 

models and the mixed model, the emphasis is for the elector to bring the 
ID; the actual cost of the machinery of the election is minimal for 

introducing photographic ID. We purchased the ID card-makers in 2018 
and could then use those again in 2019. We still have resources available 
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to continue issuing those, because we are still getting applications from 
people who have heard about it and want to get an elector card, even 

though there is no real need for them. There were additional costs to it, 
but the ongoing costs for the checking in the polling station, having run it 

twice in two years, would be minimal, for the photographic ID model. 

Q157 Lord Campbell-Savours: Can we just make clear that there are additional 

costs? 

Charlotte Griffiths: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: On national rollout, you have not been able to 

estimate what they might be. 

Charlotte Griffiths: I have not estimated that, no. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: None of you have done that, have you? 

Steve Daynes: No, that is a matter for the Cabinet Office analysts. 

Charlotte Griffiths: We provided that data. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You would provide the evidence. 

The Chair: Have you been reimbursed for what you believe it has cost? 

Charlotte Griffiths: Yes. 

The Chair: What sort of money is that? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That is only for the pilots. The national rollout 
would be cheaper to roll out, would it not? We are trying to get a figure. 

You are not giving us any steer on that. 

Charlotte Griffiths: Woking claimed £100,000 for the 2019 pilot, but 
£65,000 of that was on the media campaign, and the vast bulk of that was 

postage costs. 

Steve Daynes: As far as Braintree is concerned, ours was, if memory 

serves, £105,000, but that also included a last-minute reminder two weeks 
prior to poll. Between poll cards going out and polling day, we sent another 
card saying, “Have you got your ID ready? Are you ready to go?” It was 

just another nudge. That £105,000 was coming at it from a cold start.  

The Chair: Has there been any co-ordination and co-operation with the 
Cabinet Office and Electoral Commission on implementing these pilots, and 

indeed fraternity between yourselves? 

Gordon Amos: Yes. Following all the pilots, both the Electoral Commission 
and the Cabinet Office have consulted with us and requested information 

in order for them to build what they believe to be the right sort of response 

and decide which is the best model to go with. 

Charlotte Griffiths: In all the preparatory stages, we had regular 
meetings as a panel of piloting authorities, but also on an individual basis 
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as well, working closely with the Electoral Commission and the Cabinet 
Office. The Cabinet Office, particularly, as the government department 

responsible for implementing the pilots, wanted to have the faith that we 
would deliver as well, and so were making sure that all our plans were 

robust, to support running in the elections. 

Steve Daynes: It is fair to say that we worked collaboratively with both 

the commission and with the Cabinet Office. I am sure Cabinet Office 
colleagues will recall telephone and text conversations over weekends, 

trying to thrash out whether electoral identity documents should be on the 
photo ID list or the non-photo ID list. It all came down to the veracity of 
the supporting evidence. We have worked with them to develop all our 

models in a solid way. 

Q158 Lord Campbell-Savours: I have a couple of questions. The Government 
have announced plans to go ahead with a rollout. What do you think will 
be the main challenges for this? What needs to be in place for it to be 

smoothly implemented? 

Gordon Amos: Going back to where Watford stood at the beginning, we 

are back at the start now, because clearly my returning officer and the 
mayor of my authority felt that the need was there to protect all the 
vulnerable ones who would potentially lose their votes. I accept the voter 

ID card is there and that can be used as a means for that, but I take it 

back to where I started.  

For people who are in those positions, it does not matter what requirement 
or what obligation is put on a returning officer or on a local authority to go 

out and find those. In a pilot, Woking was able to go and visit homeless 
shelters. In a normal election that was not a pilot, they are not going to be 

able to do that for every election that occurs. I am sure it will not happen. 
Consequently, those in those less prominent groups are going to fall out of 
the picture and are not going to have the representation that British 

democracy has given them thus far. 

Steve Daynes: The challenge is to make sure that every elector has the 
ability to vote. Sadly, the electorate forget deadlines. They will hang on 
until deadlines. There is a national media campaign that says, “You have 

to be registered by midnight on 25 November”. I have documentary 
evidence that there are people registering on 12.01 am or 12.02 am and 

then shouting at me, “But I registered”. They started their registration 
process before, but they did not complete it until after, so they have left it 

to the last minute. That is going to happen if you get to photo ID.  

I am not disrespecting anything that the photo model brings to the party. 

What I am saying is that there needs to be a get-out-of-jail, for when the 
elector has left it so late. Yes, it is the elector’s fault, but within the 
industry, we are going to deal with this at the polling station, and there is 

still scope for a secure and a solid non-photo to back up the photo. I know 
Charlotte will disagree with me, but we have fallen out before over it and 

we will fall out again. 
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Gordon Amos: Every eligible elector gets a poll card. Every eligible elector 
under the Watford scheme is entitled to have that replaced up until 9 pm 

on the day of poll. We cannot do anything more to ensure that the 

electorate has the ability to cast their vote. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask Ms Griffiths a question? It is a rather 
difficult question to ask and I will put it to you as delicately as I can. I could 

not quite hear it, but you said that you had had a problem in your area. Is 
essentially your problem among ethnic-minority voters, because I was 

looking on the internet while you were speaking, on my iPhone, and I see 

that you have a fairly multi-racial area? Is it essentially ethnic minorities?  

Charlotte Griffiths: Where we had the allegations of fraud, they were in 
wards of the borough where there is a higher percentage of ethnic 

minorities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Amos, you said to us before that, if we had 

ID cards, there would not be a problem, but we do not have them.  

Gordon Amos: That is correct. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: If we had national ID cards, the problem would 

be solved. 

Gordon Amos: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Indeed, we would not have to be sitting here 

today if we had national identity cards. Is that the view of your colleagues 
as well? Do you think that a national identify card would resolve all these 
difficulties with the photo ID and all the other identifiers on the card that 

would be available? Is that your view? It would be very helpful if you were 

to say yes. That is called leading the witnesses. 

Steve Daynes: Yes, the national identity card would provide another form 

of identity at the polling station, so therefore would be helpful. 

Charlotte Griffiths: It would be helpful. However, we have a scheme 
where each individual authority provides its own elector cards. That is a 

way round, because we already have a wide range of photographic ID that 

was accepted in the pilot. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, but you would not have to do that, would 
you, if there was a national identity card scheme? You would not have to 

do any of that, would you? 

Charlotte Griffiths: No, that is very true. Just following on from the 
question that was asked of my colleagues about the challenges for 
implementation, my concern would be about the rollout at a parliamentary 

election. That is the one thing. If you were going to introduce this 
straightaway at a higher-turnout election, that would cause considerable 

problems. If you are able to introduce it at a local election, which does, 
unfortunately but realistically, have a much lower turnout, that would 

enable any issues with that being rolled out to be addressed at that stage.  
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As I say, from a training point of view, if staff have a formal list of the ID 
that they need to check that is quite concise, the polling station staff can 

deal with this and implement it very well going forward. 

The Chair: I understand what you are saying: you would like to see a set 
or two of local elections before another general election. In my brief period 
as a teller at the last election, it was quite evident that the local 

government electors were coming with the poll cards and the people who 
only vote at general elections were coming without, so I see your point. 

We have covered the ground; thank you very much indeed for sharing your 

views with us.   
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Students, Conor Ryan, Director of External Relations, Office for Students and Kira 

Lewis, Trustee, British Youth Council. 

Q92 The Chair: Good afternoon and welcome to this meeting of the Select 
Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. The 
meeting is being broadcast live via the parliamentary website. A transcript 

of the meeting will be taken and published on the Committee website. You 
will have the opportunity to make corrections to that transcript where 

necessary. Only one of our Members has an interest to declare, which he 
will make before he speaks. 

Thank you for the information you sent us some time ago. However, you 

are here now. What is your assessment of levels of registration, 
engagement and participation of young people and students at the recent 

election? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I am from the National Union of Students. We 
saw incredible turnout and engagement at the most recent election. When 

the election was called, and before the deadline, more than 3.1 million 
people registered to vote. We know that 1 million of them were under the 

age of 25. That is really incredible and speaks to how engaged young 
people are in politics. A lot of them were marching in climate strikes and 
were engaged in the anti-Brexit marches, but I caution against that 

optimism by saying that the turnout of students is lower than the national 

average, and that is a concern to us. 

The Chair: On your excitement about the 1 million, how many of that 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/56bdcd7f-31d1-4de6-ae65-ba79f023b586


British Youth Council, National Union of Students and Office for Students - Oral 

evidence (QQ 92-100) 

 

million were registered but did not realise it and applied again? How many 

do you think were fresh applicants? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: My understanding is that they were fresh 

applicants, but I do not have information on that right now. 

Baroness Pidding: Do we know how many of the newly registered 

actually turned out to vote? Do we have those statistics yet? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Not with me. 

Baroness Pidding: It would be interesting to see how many of those who 

registered actually voted. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I do not have the data behind it, but we have 

talked to our student unions that were so engaged in the voter registration 
drive. Because people had just registered, they knew why they were 

registering to vote; they knew it was for the upcoming election, so there is 

a link. People went out and voted, but I do not have statistics on that. 

Baroness Pidding: Is there any way we can get that information? 

The Chair: The whole business of how many of the 1 million voted will be 

an estimate. It may well be that somebody does that. Stuart, do you know 

whether anybody is doing that work? 

Dr Stuart Wilks-Heeg: It could only be done on the basis of a large-scale 

survey; it could not be done otherwise. 

Lord Janvrin: The last question of the second session is relevant. 

The Chair: We might get something from that. 

Kira Lewis: I am from the British Youth Council. We have had a look at 
some of the polling research. After the election, Ipsos MORI estimated that 
47% of 18 to 24 year-olds voted in that election. Our principle at the British 

Youth Council is that although lots of people register, and voting may be 
low, it does not mean that people are disengaged. We have seen that 

through our programmes, where generally young people believe that only 
8% of politicians know what is valuable to young people. There seems to 

be a huge discrepancy between people seeing electoral politics and what 

they believe in—for example, with the student climate strikes. 

Voter turnout may be low and it may be one of the lowest of all age groups, 
but young people are not disengaged. We just do not know how to translate 
that into what is happening in Westminster, which we think is more the 

fault of people in Westminster not reaching out to young people during 
electoral periods. Good PSHE is the link between turnout and engagement. 

Getting people registered to vote is really important. We saw some 
amazing registration numbers before the election, but getting people to 
turn out on the day translates into why voting should be seen as important 

to young people, which we think is done through good PSHE programmes. 

The Chair: Mr Ryan, do you have anything on this? 
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Conor Ryan: It is not really one for us, but what may be useful is that we 
have been in discussion with the Cabinet Office. It is doing an evaluation 

of the effectiveness and impact of the guidance we have given to 
universities and other providers on registration. The recent general election 

will be a useful check on that, and we expect to get something from the 

Cabinet Office reasonably soon. 

Q93 Lord Lexden: I begin by declaring my interest as a trustee of the Hansard 
Society. 

My question relates to reports and criticisms—severe criticism in some 
instances—of academic figures who drew attention in the election 
campaign to the fact that students can register both at their home and 

student address. What do you think should be done to combat 
misunderstandings, and what about the risk of fraud that can arise? Does 

it need to be addressed? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: We recognised that as a problem in this election. 
Staff and students, even in our posts, got a lot of negative comments in 

that vein. It is down to poor understanding, which Kira outlined brilliantly. 
Political education needs to be done and the Government need to take a 

lead both for people in mandatory education and for the general public, not 
just at election time but embedded all the way through. Misunderstanding 

led to that backlash. 

Baroness Eaton: Misunderstanding by whom? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: By the people targeting academics, saying you 
cannot tell students to register to vote at home and at their university 

address. We were really clear that you can, but you could vote only at one 

of those addresses. 

I do not think fraud is a concern, because to vote at both your home 
address and your university address would be quite an undertaking. You 

would be very aware that you were doing that. Fraud does not come out 
as a risk. Far worse and of far greater concern is that we are not getting 

students voting, because they are confused; misinformation goes around 
making them insecure about voting. Already, young people do not see 
voting as a way of getting their political point across. The fraud concern is 

a minor one compared with the massive concern about students not voting. 

Kira Lewis: Registering at two addresses is important to students who 
may not necessarily be able to plan ahead for where they will be during 
election time. They may be at home. I live in Somerset or in London. I 

would not be able to travel home for the day to vote. That means I would 
have to lose my vote. Anyone with two addresses can be registered at both 

addresses. 

I think the problem of students being specifically targeted comes from 

wider scapegoating of students. We have had a look at some of the articles 
around election time. There was a specific article in the Daily Mail that said 

that in the 2017 election, students supporting Jeremy Corbyn were blamed 
for causing upsets, including at Canterbury and Lincoln where expected 
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Tory wins turned to dust. The question is really about why students are 

blamed for exercising their democratic rights. 

We believe it arises from the scapegoating of young people in politics and 

the belief that any unexpected wins during an election must be because of 
students voting en masse in halls, for example. We think it is because of 
good turnouts from student unions and good campaigns by the National 

Union of Students, among others, encouraging students to vote at 
addresses where votes may have more impact. Losing the ability to vote 

at both addresses means the chances of people casting their vote on that 
day will fall. Personally, I would probably register at my home address in 
Somerset, knowing that my address in London changes all the time. 

Therefore, having two addresses and being able to choose between them 

means greater involvement by students in our democratic process. 

Conor Ryan: This is one of the areas where our guidance is quite specific. 
We have guidance related to the condition of registration and the 

importance of facilitating co-operation with electoral registration officers in 
the electoral registration of students. Within that guidance, we identify 

specifically a number of risks, one of which is ensuring that students have 
an understanding of their entitlement to be registered at both addresses 
but that they do not have an entitlement to vote in a general election twice, 

at both addresses. We would expect good governance and a good system 

for complying with our electoral registration guidance to deal with that. 

Lord Hayward: I do not dissent from your comments about Canterbury 
and the like, but you have made no reference to students at Keele 

University and other universities boasting that they voted twice. 

Kira Lewis: As part of a supplementary question, we can look at the actual 
evidence of fraud; boasting is very different from people actually 
committing those acts. Some recent stats show that, of the 96 million 

people who cast votes in the 2015 and 2017 elections combined, there 
were only 53 allegations of fraud brought to the police and there was only 

one conviction. People might be boasting and creating that kind of 
atmosphere, but a brag is not the same as what would actually happen to 

cause a conviction, so we would not be concerned about that at all.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Are both of you saying that no allegations of 

double voting have been made to you as individuals? Personally, have you 

heard of cases of double voting? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I have heard of no cases of double voting. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Does the same go for your colleague? 

Kira Lewis: Yes. I have not heard of cases of double voting. I have lived 

in large student halls and I have not heard of cases of that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you believe it happened in the last election? 

Kira Lewis: I do not believe anyone I know or would associate with would 

have done it. I do not believe that happened. 
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Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you believe it happened? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I do not believe there was any double voting in 

the last election. 

The Chair: It is another issue, in one sense, but thinking about 
constituency boundaries and bearing in mind that no seat is more than 5% 

either way from a certain norm, it seems to me that student numbers—
obviously, there will be different students at various times—affect that 

issue. I do not know by how many. Has anybody any clue as to how many 
students are registered in two places? Take, say, a university town. Do we 
have any clue how many are registered there and elsewhere? It may not 

affect elsewhere as much, but it will certainly affect the student population 
in a university town. Bearing in mind the keenness about getting it all 

within 5% of the norm, it seems to me that this could affect it. 

Lord Hayward: Could I provide some guidance? It is not just student 

registration. In places such as Canterbury, to which reference has already 
been made, there are parts of three universities within the constituency. 

The real impact is not the passing students but the academic and 
administrative staff who boost the electoral rolls concentrated around 

universities, as well as the students. 

The Chair: That may be, but at least they are only there. I suppose the 

other element is second home owners who could well be in two places, but 
it puts into question the whole business of a constituency average and the 

tightness of it. But there we are. 

Q94 Lord Dykes: The Committee is trying to assess the impact of individual 
voter registration on students particularly and on young people in general. 

How can the negative impact of that system be redressed? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: It has had a massive negative impact on 

students registering to vote, particularly because of the lack of 
communication and the publicity about students being dropped off the 

register and not immediately being carried over when it moved to individual 

electoral registration. That is the reason behind it. 

When the BBC looked at voter registration in student areas, registered 
voters numbered nearly 4.49 million in 2012 and had dropped by almost 
10,000 in 2013, and by a massive 181,000 in 2014, which was 19 times 

higher than the drop-off in the previous year. Overall, it was estimated that 
800,000 people dropped off the electoral register as a result of those 

changes. We know that students are at the greatest risk of being 
disfranchised by that system because not enough is being done to get them 
on board. This relates to the previous comment about the parliamentary 

boundaries being reshaped after the electoral reform so that they are not 
the new boundaries and the new constituencies. We are using incomplete 

data, so there is inaccurate representation of the constituency boundary 

drawings. 

Kira Lewis: At the British Youth Council we have not done specific research 
on this area, but actively encouraging people to register and reregister, 
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especially at every address change, for example, is a massive challenge 
and requires a huge undertaking to get everyone registered to make sure 

no one drops off, given the stats we have just seen. 

There is a strong link to the current lack of youth services. Localised youth 
services can be great in engaging young people in democracy, and 
obviously a big part of that is registering people to vote and encouraging 

them to turn out on the day. The drop in youth services is linked to areas 
where registration has fallen among the 16 to 18 year-old gap where 

people can start to register to vote, in preparation. There are links between 
youth services and getting people to be more engaged in democratic 
outputs such as voting. We would like to draw attention to that specific 

link. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: That relates especially to voting becoming an 
habitual practice. That is a massive concern. If people are not on the 
register or getting registered to vote and voting, it will affect their 

democratic participation later in life. 

Conor Ryan: We highlighted in our guidance some of the Cabinet Office 
best practice and good practice guidance. One example is the University of 
Sheffield, where they registered students straight after they had completed 

the first part of the enrolment process, so they went into registration and 
had the option of postal votes and so on as well. They did checks on 

national insurance numbers and all the requirements. 

In the first year of doing that, as I understand it, they found that 65% of 

eligible students had registered. That compared with Sheffield Hallam, 
which is close by and had only 13% at the same stage of the process. I 

gather that Sheffield Hallam has adopted the same process now. There are 
practical things that universities can do. Although we do not require them 
to do it, we encourage them to look at practical ways in which they can 

facilitate the registration of students. 

Lord Dykes: Is there anything else in your assessment of how the change 
to the new system was handled that you would like to point out and 

emphasise as evidence of what happened? 

Conor Ryan: I do not think that is analysis we have done. We have been 
doing this since 2018, so it is not something for which we would have 

responsibility. I suspect the Cabinet Office would have more information 

about that. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Requiring a national insurance number is a 
barrier to students who might not have that information on them. Anything 

that makes it harder to register to vote depresses registration levels. 

The Chair: I am going to have to be slightly tedious for a moment and ask 
Lord Hayward whether he would mind repeating some of the helpful 
comments he made in the manner of a question, in order that any answer 

may be received as evidence. 

Lord Hayward: Sorry. 
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The Chair: No, it was fine. We keep learning. If you would like to ask 
questions about students, academic staff and second home owners and see 

whether there is any response, it would be helpful. 

Lord Hayward: You may not have detail about this. In relation to the 
constituencies where universities are situated, do many of the registered 
population increases relate to academic and administrative staff in 

universities as much as to student registration? Do you have any details 

associated with that? 

Kira Lewis: We do not have any details or stats relating to that. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: They are not part of our membership. 

Q95 Baroness Eaton: You have hinted on a number of occasions at what you 

perceive as lack of communication. Perhaps you could tell us how you 
would rate the effectiveness of the Cabinet Office’s democratic engagement 

work, including National Democracy Week and other government-led or 
supported voter registration drives that have targeted young people. 

Kira Lewis: The British Youth Council found that during our most recent 

National Democracy Week there was an expectation to run events with 
little support or structure given to us, which meant that the events the 

British Youth Council ran were not substantially different from the pre-
planned programme; they were just given with National Democracy Week 

branding. We believe there needs to be clarity of purpose in what the 
Cabinet Office wants, with more focus on year-round democratic 

participation. We would move towards year-round participation. 

The movement of the date last year was helpful; it helped to distinguish it 
from Parliament Week and the events going on around that. A distinction 

between National Democracy Week and Parliament Week is important to 
us. Recently, young people from the British Youth Council have engaged in 

some Cabinet Office round tables, especially on COP 26. We fed into the 
shaping and run-up to events in the Year of Climate Action, but we are now 

concerned that, following Claire Perry’s departure, it will start to lose 
momentum, so we look forward to a new appointment. We would like to 
move more towards year-round events and ensure that we have a stronger 

link year-round, as opposed to just National Democracy Week and 

Parliament Week, although we support those initiatives. 

During that week, the BYC ran one of the oral evidence sessions for the 
Youth Select Committee as a National Democracy Week event, as well as 

our Equality For Us event, which focuses on broadening our work and 
ensuring that young people from all marginalised groups in society can 

feed into our programmes. 

Q96 Lord Janvrin: You have talked about the Cabinet Office and its democratic 

engagement work. Which other bodies could be doing more to encourage 
registration among young people and students, and how might they go 
about it? In one of your earlier answers, you touched on local youth 

services. Which other bodies might be involved? 
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Kira Lewis: For many years, the British Youth Council has always focused 
on what is happening in schools and the Department for Education. Since 

I joined the organisation in 2014, the council has had the principle of a 
curriculum for life, as we like to call it, which has been one of our main 

focuses year on year, as voted on by our members. Our Make Your Mark 
ballot goes out every year, and sometimes we hit 1 million voters. It has 

consistently come out as something that many young people are calling 
for. We believe that young people should be taught about politics in school 

and assisted in registering at school. 

We have taken a few bits from the Scottish Youth Parliament, which carried 
out a workshop to learn from the experience of those in Scotland who had 

been voting from the age of 16. Following that, the Scottish Youth 
Parliament recommended that every young person should be taught about 

politics in school. It drew a big link between those who are taught about it 
in Scottish schools and voted at 16. It believes in teaching about political 
systems and voting. It is much like some of the old AS-level political 

curriculum, but we believe it should be taught before the age of 16. The 
Scottish Youth Parliament recommends that schools specifically should 

impartially assist pupils in registering to vote, encouraging registration at 

16 across the country. 

At the British Youth Council, we believe in dedicated citizenship teachers. 
The Youth Select Committee that looked at curriculum for life hoped that 

citizenship could be taught by dedicated citizenship teachers by this year. 
Although that deadline has passed, we still believe that resources should 
be made available to ensure that citizenship education is taken seriously 

and given the resource it requires, alongside other important parts of the 
curriculum, instead of being seen as a side programme, or something to 

be done on, say, crash days during the school curriculum. It should be fed 
in through the year and given importance and weight. We believe that, 

now that full-time education is mandatory to 18, it should be used 
impartially to assist voter registration and encourage it in schools, whereas 

it is not at the moment. 

To go back to youth services and how young people want local 
engagement, young people involved in the British Youth Council have 

repeatedly highlighted that they want to see and feel change most at local 
level. The Youth Select Committee report on this area showed that visibility 

of local politicians and engagement with youth services led to greater levels 
of trust and engagement among young people across the country. It 
encouraged people to register to vote, especially to turn out in local 

elections. It encouraged strong links between MPs and their constituencies 
and reaching out to young people, going into schools and colleges. That is 

how we improve in this area. There has been much stronger work done on 
citizenship in schools, and that would be a strong link to increasing levels 

of participation. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: At the NUS, we say that educational institutions 

should be doing a lot more to facilitate voter registration. Although it is a 
condition of registration with the OfS, we have not seen clear evidence that 
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enough educational institutions across the board are doing it consistently. 
Sheffield’s registration at enrolment is a great example, but it should be 

seen not as a great example but as the standard, and the OfS should be 
doing a lot more to help other institutions to be part of it. I agree with the 

idea of colleges getting students involved in registering to vote at 16. 

Conor Ryan: One of the things we want to see evaluated with the Cabinet 

Office is the impact and effectiveness of the guidance. Any issues there 
may have been in how universities and other providers responded will be 

an important part of that. 

On the democratic engagement side and what institutions can do, some 

universities link registration drives very much to democratic events, 
inviting local candidates and giving students a sense of how their 

engagement in politics can have an impact that affects them personally. I 
understand that Manchester and East Anglia, for example, have done some 
very good work in that space. As regards the effect and impact of the 

guidance, we have said that we want to see the evaluation, and we are 
prepared to update the guidance if the evaluation suggests that we need 

to do so. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: We must link this to mandatory events such as 

enrolment at university, so that we can get the people who are disengaged 
from politics involved. That is a concern we have about democracy weeks 

or holding events that are self-selecting. People going to those kinds of 

things are probably already registered. 

Kira Lewis: I agree. Student unions across the country do amazing work 
registering people to vote and holding campaigns, but it should not just be 

up to student unions. There should be a strong link with universities and 
colleges themselves as an important part of their work to register students 
and get people involved in democratic processes through the important 

democracy week events that we hold. Just relying on student unions in 
universities and institutions, such as further education colleges, and 

assuming that the student union will do it does not provide a strong link. 
A sense of the importance of voting to daily life is something a college could 

give, for example. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: There should be central guidance that reassures 

universities about data protection. A lot of them are unsure whether they 
can get people registered to vote, but we know that universities are able 

to do that successfully in some places. 

The Chair: I have seen some evidence, in reading for today, that students 
are not doing too badly at registering. It is the non-students who have the 

worst record. Is there any help that students can give to their fellows in 
their age group who are not university students? Is there anything that can 

be done? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: We see that in the poor link-up between local 

authorities, colleges and universities. It is definitely part of political 
education to go out and get people registered to vote and talk about it. 
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Having events that are not just centred on universities or for university 
students but are held in universities and are open is part of the civic 

responsibility of an educational institution in the community. 

Kira Lewis: It goes back to registering people before the age of 18 and 
having strong local youth services that can reach out to people and support 
those who are not in formal education. Moving on from that, we need to 

make sure that people who are in apprenticeships, who may have a link 
with a college one day a week, for example, or through a personal tutor, 

can still get access to information. That should be encouraged as part of 
the programme that goes alongside a formal apprenticeship. It is about 
making sure that registration and PSHE links past the age of 16 are built 

into programmes, whether that be people doing A-levels, apprenticeships 

or the new T-levels. It should be built in as part of the curriculum. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Students can help in this arena, but it is not their 
duty to get people registered to vote in the local area. There needs to be 

resource centrally going to local authorities. 

The Chair: Mr Ryan, do you have anything on this Cabinet Office-wise? 

Conor Ryan: I am not speaking for the Cabinet Office. The OfS guidance 

makes clear the responsibility universities and other providers have to work 
with electoral registration officers. Electoral registration officers have the 

primary responsibility, but it is about encouraging them to look at ways of 
doing it, including links to enrolment as a way of facilitating registration. 
As far as the wider community is concerned, I do not think voter 

registration is part of our remit. 

Q97 Baroness Pidding: You have touched on this already. What reforms do 

you think would help to boost registration rates for students and young 
people, and what examples are there of best practice in maximising youth 

and student registration? 

Kira Lewis: At the British Youth Council, we believe that the best way to 

boost registration is not just being on the electoral register, but to vote. 
When 16 and 17 year-olds vote, they have a higher turnout rate than 18 
to 24 year-olds, so starting people voting from 16, when people can 

register, leads to a higher turnout. When those people vote the first time, 
they are more likely to continue that through their lives. To put some 

statistics on that, 75% of 16 and 17 year-olds voted, especially in Scotland, 
and 97% of them say that they will vote again in future elections. That is 
a huge continuous turnout rate, so making voting habitual is really 

important. Our Youth Select Committee highlights evidence showing that 

those who vote at the first opportunity are more likely to continue.  

We at the British Youth Council have called for government consultation on 
the impact of compulsory first-time voting, to see whether it would have 

an impact on voting in future. We believe that the opportunity to implement 
comprehensive youth engagement registration programmes in schools 

maximises the benefit of votes at 16. The British Youth Council has 
recommended that that, combined with a programme to equip 16 and 17 



British Youth Council, National Union of Students and Office for Students - Oral 

evidence (QQ 92-100) 

 

year-olds with the skills and knowledge to engage effectively, will lead to 

turnout and registration going forward. 

The principle is that voting at 16 is wonderful. It has been shown to 

increase the democratic participation of young people, so to encourage 
registration and voting post 18, we say we should lower the age to 16. I 
have a quote from a Scottish Youth Parliament workshop. A member who 

had the right to vote at age 16 said: “I think that at the age of 16 I may 
not have been politically aware enough to vote, but this has not been an 

issue with age as much as an issue with knowledge”. Combining voting at 
16 with a good programme in school will lead to good turnout in the future. 
Instead of focusing on maximising voter registration, we should be talking 

about how we can translate engagement into voting, and we think one of 

the ways to do that is through votes at 16. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Voter registration is still massively important, 
and automatic voter registration is what is needed in this realm. It will also 

do away with the need for the cyclical and resource-intensive registration 
campaigns at every election. It will embed democratic engagement as part 

of your life. 

We at the NUS favour a mandatory scheme of automatic voter registration, 

where electoral registration office funds are utilised to ensure that all 
universities and colleges have the capacity to integrate voter registration 

with enrolment. That kind of full-scale integration is the best use of the 
funds, so that the data captured as part of the enrolment process is directly 
shared with the electoral registration office. A tick-box at the end of the 

form whereby the student agrees to have that data shared would do away 
with the kind of disfranchisement that has occurred with individual electoral 

registration. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am having trouble hearing what you say, so 

if I ask you a question that you have already answered, I am sure you will 
correct me. Mr Ryan, can I take you to your brief and what happened at 

the University of Sheffield? That seems to me to answer many of the 

questions we are raising during the course of the inquiry today. 

The National Union of Students’ brief, with reference to the University of 
Sheffield, notes that “projects should have been further explored prior to 

the end of the implementation of IER being brought forward so that their 
use would have been more extensive”. There is reference to the need for 
automatic voter registration systems and a comment that ever since the 

legislation was drafted, the NUS has favoured “a mandatory scheme, 
whereby ERO funds were utilised to ensure that all universities and colleges 

had the capacity to integrate voter registration with enrolment”. 

This is really a discussion about what can happen at enrolment, and 

Sheffield seems to be the model. Do you believe that, if Sheffield is the 
model, that is the way forward we should be recommending to get round 

many of the problems you are raising today? I would like all of you to 
answer but Mr Ryan in particular, because he raised it earlier in our 

questioning and it is obviously quite close to his thinking. 
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Claire Sosienski Smith: Do I need to speak closer to the mic to be heard? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am having trouble hearing what you are 

saying. 

Baroness Eaton: I think it is the volume. 

The Chair: I think it is the room, but speak up if you can. 

Conor Ryan: Parliament has given us certain powers, and the powers in 

relation to electoral registration are as I described them in terms of our 
expectations about facilitating co-operation with electoral registration 

officers. In our guidance we highlighted the Sheffield example as good 
practice. We highlighted a number of other examples as well, but certainly 

the Sheffield one looks particularly promising. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Why can we not roll it out everywhere? 

Conor Ryan: We do not have the power to require everybody to use a 
particular system of electoral registration. We have the power to ask 

providers and universities to facilitate and co-operate with electoral 
registration officers. We encourage them to use good practice, and we have 

highlighted Sheffield as a particularly good example of something that is 
very effective and does the sort of auto-enrolment that Claire is talking 
about, but it would be for Parliament to decide if it wanted a particular 

system made mandatory; it is not something we can force on universities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you think we could make it mandatory? 

Conor Ryan: That would be for Parliament to decide. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: To repeat the stats, in case anyone did not hear 
them earlier, the percentage of eligible students registered was 65% in 

Sheffield compared with 13% at Sheffield Hallam. It seems to me that that 

is the way forward. What do we do about it? 

Conor Ryan: We highlighted it because we think it is a particularly 
promising example. It would be for Parliament to decide whether it wanted 

to make that mandatory because it would have to be made law; it is not 

within our powers at the moment to make that mandatory. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You think it would be good if we were to 

recommend it as a Committee. 

Conor Ryan: What I have said is that it is an example of good practice 
that we have highlighted. We think it is one example of good practice that 

universities and other providers should look at. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I would say that you should recommend it. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I was going to ask you exactly the same 

question. You are a student? 
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Claire Sosienski Smith: I am the representative of the 7 million students 

in education in the UK. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you think that is what students want? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Ms Lewis, is that what you think they want? 

Kira Lewis: I am a student too and I would say yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Of all the options? 

Kira Lewis: It should be a recommendation, yes. 

The Chair: Could it not be done without legislation, as a recommendation 

to universities that they do this? 

Conor Ryan: We have highlighted it as good practice. The Cabinet Office 
identified three or four different examples of good practice and we have 

shared those. We have certainly identified it as good practice and have 

shared it with all universities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can we ask our specialist adviser whether we 

are being practical in putting it in this way? 

Dr Stuart Wilks-Heeg: Universities have lots of different systems for 
registering students, and that is the issue; they are not all compatible with 

the Sheffield approach. Something being developed by Jisc is potentially a 
way of doing it, but it is a very complex area, involving different software 

systems, which I think is the point; but certainly you could look at ways of 

making it work. 

Conor Ryan: I am aware of what Jisc is doing. We cannot require a 
particular product to be used by universities, but we encourage universities 

to look at how they are doing this. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: That encouragement has not been enough. We 

need something mandatory. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Are you aware of Jisc? 

Conor Ryan: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: How does it compare with this option that 

seems to work? 

Conor Ryan: From what I understand, it seems to be a fair amount of that 
sort of auto-enrolment, and it is being used by an increasing number of 

universities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: We will follow that up. Thank you. 

Q98 Lord Hayward: In relation to what we have just been discussing, can we 

turn specifically to the OfS? Can you explain what the registration 
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requirements are, how they are communicated to universities and whether 
any progress has been made in evaluating the effectiveness of your 

guidance? Clearly, this follows from Lord Campbell-Savours’s question. 

Conor Ryan: The Higher Education and Research Act 2017 has some 

specific sections—5 and 13, I believe—on electoral registration. As a result, 
we have 24 conditions of registration. One of those conditions, E5, says: 

“The provider must comply with guidance published by the OfS to facilitate, 
in co-operation with electoral registration officers, the electoral registration 
of students”. If a university, a college or another provider of higher 

education wants a student to have access to student loans, for example, it 
must be registered with the OfS and it must be in compliance with all the 

conditions of registration. In essence, that is the power we have. 

We issued guidance in September 2018 around all of that. It came into 

force on 1 August 2019. Towards the end of August, we made sure, with 
the Electoral Commission, that electoral registration officers were reminded 
that the guidance was there, so a couple of months before the general 

election that reminder was put in place. 

If we are concerned about a potential risk or breach of our conditions—for 
example, if a student union or an electoral registration officer raises an 
issue that suggests a systemic problem with co-operation with the electoral 

registration officers by a university or college—we investigate it. Initially, 
we ask for evidence of compliance, and some of the initiatives we have 

been talking about may well be presented as evidence. We consider all the 
evidence, from the complainant and the provider, and decide whether we 
need to introduce a regulatory intervention that could mean some sort of 

sanction, including, potentially, a fine. Those are the powers we have. 

The Cabinet Office is doing an evaluation at the moment. We have been 
following up with it. We have not yet had the details, but we understand 
that it is working on that evaluation. Given that the guidance has been in 

place only since August and we have just had a general election, that 
evaluation will be important. We have said that, in the light of any 

evaluation, we will review the guidance and see if we need to strengthen 

it. 

Lord Hayward: Do you have any indication of when that evaluation will 

be available? 

Conor Ryan: I do not know yet. It is in the hands of the Cabinet Office. 

Q99 Baroness Pidding: Mr Ryan, has the OfS intervened to require any 
universities to take further measures to encourage registration? How 
helpful have universities been to election teams in general, and how do you 

respond to complaints in that respect? 

Conor Ryan: The evaluation will identify some of those issues, and we 

want to wait for that. We have not received any complaints so far from 
electoral registration officers; we did not receive any complaints about it 

in the recent general election. The guidance has only been in effect since 
1 August 2019, but if we received a complaint, as I said in the previous 
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response, we would investigate it, particularly if it suggested that there 

was a systemic problem. 

It is important to note that it is not just about the condition related 

specifically to electoral registration. If there was a systemic problem, it 
might suggest that there were problems related to some of our other 
conditions, particularly around adequate and effective management and 

governance within the university or college. If we saw that there were 
problems, we would ask the provider, the university or college, to respond 

to those allegations. We would consider all the evidence and decide 
whether we needed to intervene. That intervention could be a requirement 

to do something differently or it could involve a fine. 

The Chair: You said that the evaluation is to be published shortly. Will that 

be before we finish our inquiry? 

Conor Ryan: I do not know the timing. I will see if I can get further 

information on that and let the Committee know. It is in the hands of the 

Cabinet Office rather than ours. 

Q100 The Chair: The final question is this. You will be aware that for the last 
seven major elections in Northern Ireland, and certainly in pilot schemes 

in England, there has been the introduction of voter ID—in other words, 
people proving their identity when they turn up at a polling station. We are 

promised that there will be a Bill on this, maybe this autumn. What impact 
would that have on the electoral turnout of students and young people? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: A significant one. It would bar thousands, 

possibly millions, of UK citizens from voting in elections. It will hit students 
and will hit hardest those from ethnic minority and LGBT+ backgrounds. 

There are 3.5 million citizens who do not have access to photo ID, and 11 
million citizens do not have a passport or driving licence, which means that 
7.5% of the electorate may not be able to vote at the next election. There 

is no evidence of widespread electoral fraud that would necessitate such 

extreme measures by the Government. 

The Chair: Do I understand correctly that young people going to public 

houses often have to have some ID? Is it totally out of the question? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: The reason I talk about people from ethnic 
minority backgrounds or from LGBT+ backgrounds is that they have less 

access to funds, and there is a significant cost entailed in having voter ID. 
If students are registering both at home and at university, their ID might 

be at home and not on them. 

Baroness Eaton: You have extended your reply. We were asking about 

students. I think most students will have ID. The question to you is: what 
difference would it make to students registering and voting? It is not your 

opinion about the rest of the universe, but about students. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Students are citizens, and the student card 

would not count as official voter ID. 
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Baroness Eaton: Are they going into pubs? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: They would require a photo ID. 

Baroness Eaton: They have that for other things. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: But not all students. 

Lord Hayward: What proportion of students have driving licences? Have 
you checked the assertions you have just made with the likes of Queen’s 

University Belfast? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I have not. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask all three of you a very simple 

question? Would a national identity card help in sorting out the problem? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: If it was free of charge to all. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: A national identity card as they have in Europe; 

all of Europe has them. 

Kira Lewis: If I may address the question, the British Youth Council 

manifesto, which comes from our membership, highlights the risk of voter 

ID further marginalising groups. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can you answer the question I asked, please? 

I asked you about a national identity card. 

Kira Lewis: I will come on to mention a national ID as part of the damage 
it creates for some people in particular. To take driving licences, for 

example, I have never had one, but whereas 75% of white people over the 

age of 17 have driving licences, it falls to just 50% of black people. 

There is an added burden with a national ID card for trans people. It would 
add to the administrative and financial burden placed on the trans 

community, many of whom are students, in order to exercise their 
democratic rights. If a trans or non-binary person’s photo or gender mark 

on their ID does not reflect the gender expression presented at the polling 
station that day, it may encourage difficult questions or challenges from 
polling staff, and it may even encourage trans or non-binary people not 

even to approach polling stations, fearing that they might get questions. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I cannot understand. What people are you 

talking about? 

Kira Lewis: Transgender people. If you have an ID that says you are 
female, for example, but you present yourself as a male at a polling station 

on that day, it may provoke difficult questions for that individual. 
Therefore, we completely discourage the use of voter ID on those grounds 
because it risks marginalising people who are turning out and exercising 

their right to vote, through fear of being questioned and challenged at 

polling stations for that reason. 
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To go back to Northern Ireland, Electoral Commission research into the 
introduction of voter ID in Northern Ireland found that those without the 

right ID to vote were predominantly from particular social groups, including 
those aged 18 to 24, those in socioeconomic groups D and E and those 

with disability. The disabled, those on lower income and 18 to 24 year-olds 
were the most likely people in Northern Ireland to be unable to vote 

because of their lack of ID. 

The Chair: Can I stop you there? We are going to Northern Ireland to take 

evidence. In this question, at the moment, our concern is about the student 

population. 

Kira Lewis: Students can be disabled, trans or from the black minority 

ethnic population, which feeds directly into this. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Ryan, do you believe that a national identity 

card would be helpful in solving the problem? 

Conor Ryan: I am not sure I am in a position to give a personal view at 

these hearings. As a civil servant, it is not something I can comment on. 

The Chair: I do not want to put you off, but it is the student issue that we 

are talking about today. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Kira answered very well on that. Although 

students are a transient population, they are not distinct from the entire 

population of the UK.  

Kira Lewis: My student card, which says I am a student at King’s College, 
has never been accepted as ID. Never. I have tried it a few times when I 

have forgotten my actual ID and said, “I’m a student”, and no one has ever 
accepted it. Saying that students have photo ID with a student card does 

not mean it is true, because no one accepts it as ID. 

Baroness Eaton: Most students have travel documents that have ID, such 

as railcards and bus passes. 

Kira Lewis: My railcard and bus pass are also not accepted. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Railcards are not official forms of ID. 

Kira Lewis: You cannot present a railcard, bus pass, NUS card or student 

ID card as ID. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: That may be why I misunderstood your previous 
question to me. The forms of ID that a student is given by virtue of being 

a student would not be accepted. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Who said not? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: They are not official passes. 

Baroness Eaton: Are you suggesting that everybody who goes to a polling 

station will have to have an ID that is just for going to a polling station? 
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Claire Sosienski Smith: No, but it will have to be an official, recognised 

ID, such as a passport or driving licence. 

Kira Lewis: Which costs a lot of money. For example, when I turned 18, 

I had no form of recognised ID such as a passport or driving licence. They 
cost a lot of money. Coming from a low-income background, that is 
something I had to struggle with when I turned 18. That was why I could 

not go out on my 18th. That kind of thing will discourage people who do 

not have that from voting in those situations. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: That is why possibly millions of voters, or at least 

thousands of voters, would be barred. 

Baroness Pidding: What did you do when you were 18? 

Kira Lewis: I had to buy a passport. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: If students lose their passport or driving licence, 
and they are from a low-income background, it is very unlikely they would 

get it replaced. 

Baroness Eaton: Where do you stop? That applies to everybody. You have 

to be very careful with things like that; it is part of life. 

Kira Lewis: If you are working and you have a more stable income, 

replacing, say, a driving licence would be much easier than if you already 

have a student loan that is not covering your living costs. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: It is a barrier to democratic engagement. 

Kira Lewis: We should be removing all those barriers where possible, not 

introducing ones that could cause further problems. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: And not simply saying it is part of life. 

Kira Lewis: Having elections during times when students may be going 

from home to university could be a problem. Having an election on, say, 
12 December when people may be going home means they may leave their 

ID at home or at their university address. They may not be able to present 

it at a polling station on that day for that reason. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: As a final note on changes requiring a form of 
official ID at a polling station to vote, we know there is widespread 

misinformation, and we are still trying to figure out how we can best get 
across your right to vote and how you vote in elections. The change would 
result in many people not being prepared to have ID at the polling station. 

Many people would be further disfranchised. If we lose young people from 
voting, if we lose students from voting, we may have lost them for their 

entire life, knowing that voting is a habit. 

The Chair: Do you have evidence from the pilot that has been done in one 

or two authorities in England? Is that what you are telling us about? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I do not have the evidence from that pilot. 
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The Chair: Do you have evidence from Northern Ireland? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: No. 

Kira Lewis: I mentioned evidence from Northern Ireland in my statement. 
The people who did not have the right ID were predominantly from 
particular socioeconomic groups, including those aged 18 to 24. It included 

those in socioeconomic groups D and E and those with a disability. 

Further to that, talking about the wider population, the Electoral 
Commission published research in 2015 showing that 7.5% of the 
electorate do not have photo ID. If it was further restricted to passports 

and driving licences, 24% of the electorate would not have the correct ID. 
A specific impact on young people, as shown by Electoral Reform Society 

research, is that driving licence applications have dropped substantially 
among younger citizens since the mid-1990s, due usually to financial cost. 
So, voter ID risks targeting young people and students in urban areas who 

do not necessarily need a car to get around, and it would disproportionately 

affect lower income groups. 

IDs cost money, including the costs of running a car and so on, and there 
has been a shift regarding young people not wanting to use cars due to the 

climate impact it has anyway. Encouraging that is not something many 

young people would necessarily be on board with. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: It is not going to be solved by bringing in a 
national voter identity card that would be accepted at the polling booth, as 

citizens would have to apply for that; students would have to apply for it 

before polling day. 

The Chair: You have made your case on this. It has just been put to me 

that in Northern Ireland the Electoral Office issues a free ID card. 

Lord Hayward: In relation to the National Union of Students—this may 
sound an aggressive question—I have sympathy with the arguments about 

certain sections of the youth population, but as to the comments 
concerning students having cards and passports, you are the educational 

elite of your generation. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: Was that a question? 

Lord Hayward: Yes. Are you the educational elite? You identify all the 
difficulties that you as students have in comparison with the young, the 

disabled and people who do not have qualifications. You have reeled off all 

these problems, but are you the educational elite of this generation? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: A disabled person or someone from an ethnic 

minority background could never be a student? 

Lord Hayward: I did not say that. 

Claire Sosienski Smith: I am not following what you are saying, so do 

restate the question. 
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Lord Hayward: I think I have made my point. I am not going to pursue it 

further. 

Lord Janvrin: Do you have any anecdotal evidence that there is an 

impersonation problem? 

Claire Sosienski Smith: No. 

Kira Lewis: No. 

The Chair: We will conclude on that. Thank you very much indeed for 

coming along and sharing your evidence with us.      
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Listen to the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chair); Lord Campbell-Savours; 
Lord Dykes; Lord Hayward; Lord Janvrin; Lord Lexden; Baroness Mallalieu; 

Baroness Pidding; Baroness Suttie. 

 

Examination of witnesses 

Dr Alistair Clark, Reader in Politics, Newcastle University and Professor Toby 

James, Head of Politics, University of East Anglia. 

Q73 The Chair: Welcome, gentlemen. You have listened to the previous 
exchange, so you know much of what is coming. The first job for me is 

formally to welcome you to this evidence session of the Select Committee. 
You have in front of you a list of interests declared by Members of the 
Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live on the parliamentary 

website, and a transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the 
Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 

that transcript where necessary. 

As you were here for the previous evidence session, you will be aware that 
I started on the basis that we are in an interesting time. We keep watching 

what is going on in the Commons, on the television set in the corner. I 
raised the possibility of amendments to the Bill on votes at 16 and 

European electors and, indeed, the problems we heard about with the 
electoral register being published on 1 December and an election coming a 

few days afterwards, and the problem with poll cards and so on. From the 
academic viewpoint, have you gentlemen anything to say on the issues 
that the people at the coalface have been telling us about? 

Dr Alistair Clark: It is very far from ideal to be dealing with issues of the 
franchise immediately before an election. Indeed, electoral best practice 

would suggest not changing the franchise anything up to six months 
beforehand. A report on an election fiasco in Scotland back in 2007, the 
Gould report, set that very much as good practice, and it has been adopted 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/4179a846-0d92-4890-8cd3-376daa4372ab
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by the devolved institutions as how to go forward. Doing this in the run-up 

to a general election, in the few weeks beforehand, is very far from ideal. 

One figure might give us some pause in relation to EU voters. I have with 

me some figures, for accuracy and completeness, which the Electoral 
Commission released a month or so ago. The figure for EU nationals, as 
regards the completeness of the electoral register, is 54%, so a lot of work 

would need to be done to register EU nationals, before we even get to the 
issue of 16 to 17 year-olds. With 16 to 17 year-olds, in Scotland, the 

franchise legislation was passed nine months in advance of the 
independence referendum, which adopted that. It is very difficult to see it 

being a smooth process, shall we say, if it goes forward. 

Professor Toby James: I thank the Committee for the invitation. We are 

here to talk about electoral registration after individual electoral 
registration, but it is worth thinking about the context and where we are 
now. The context is that local authorities, as colleagues explained earlier, 

are over budget and face financial pressures; and we have estimated that 
£9.3 million people are missing from the electoral register, or incorrectly 

registered on the electoral register. With a potential December election, 
when there are already a number of pressures on the system, there will be 
major strain. That is something we have been talking about in our research 

for some time. This would substantially add to those pressures. 

What is important is that the electoral administrators are listened to. At 
the same time, the possibility of 16 and 17 year-olds and EU citizens having 
the right to vote in a general election is obviously a major moment. It is a 

major change in the historical development of the United Kingdom, but we 
have to be clear that, if it was to happen in a short timeframe, it would 

introduce considerable risks to the integrity of the election. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You are counselling against it, but you are not 

saying it is impossible. 

Professor Toby James: I am saying that there are trade-offs. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But you are not saying it is impossible, are you? 

Professor Toby James: The administrators have to be listened to 
extremely carefully. The possibilities are that half of the European citizens 

are on the electoral register already, albeit the other register. The level of 
completeness for 16 and 17 year-olds is much lower. They should be there 

as attainers. There is due process already for them to register their vote 
and to be checked against the electoral register. There is a major trade-off 

with legislation. 

To go back to the 2016 Brexit referendum, the registration website crashed 

on the night, so emergency legislation was brought in to extend the 
deadline so that people could register to vote. That put enormous pressure 
on local authorities, with the personal side of workplace pressures and so 

on. The referendum was delivered, but there were cracks and small 
problems. Even if there are small problems at one or two polling stations, 
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there is always the risk that the media amplifies them to question the 

integrity of the election. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Without getting into the politics, there are many 

young people who want to vote in what they regard perhaps as the most 

important election in their lives. 

Professor Toby James: It is. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: And that is another consideration. 

Professor Toby James: Absolutely. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Are you saying that it is impossible as well, Dr 

Clark, or are you saying that it is possible but you do not want it? 

Dr Alistair Clark: I am not saying that I do not want it, in the slightest. 

My written evidence talks about getting EU citizens properly registered. 
The word is risk, and the ability to do this in as complete a fashion as 
possible, while having tolerance for the almost inevitable headlines that 

will follow about it being incomplete, people not being properly registered, 
and people potentially turning up at polling stations, keen to vote, as you 

have just suggested, but who have not been properly registered. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am pressing you on it because you are being 

televised and what you say is relevant. 

Dr Alistair Clark: I am, I know. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: What I am saying to you is that you are not 

saying it is not possible. 

Dr Alistair Clark: I am not saying it is not possible. I am saying that there 

are difficulties with doing so, and the extent to which authorities are 

prepared to accept risk in this area will be the key factor. 

The Chair: Do you have any evidence at all about some authorities being 
good at registration, and others perhaps not so good? If either of these 

franchises were to be brought in, could there be a situation where, in some 
constituencies, there is a much higher level of registration than in others 

where they are perhaps not up to scratch? I do not know. Is that a 

possibility? 

Dr Alistair Clark: I think there will be variation around the country. What 
came across in the last session, certainly, and I am sure in your previous 
evidence sessions, is how small registration teams are. In dealing with a 

major change such as this in such a short time span, the well-resourced 
ones will be able to cope better than the less well-resourced ones. That is 

simply how it would be. 

Professor Toby James: There is opportunity for major pooling of 

resources. Electoral registration is devolved to each local returning officer, 
but there are associations, such as the Association of Electoral 

Administrators and the Electoral Commission, that can provide a way to 
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extend capacity. There should be no doubt that it would require major 
government investment in making extra resources available to local 

authorities to make it happen. 

Q74 The Chair: The academic coalface is different from that of the previous 
panellists, so perhaps we will come to the agenda that we thought we had. 

How do think the new individual registration differs from the old household 

registration? Has it achieved the goals of modernising the registration 
process and reducing opportunities for fraud? 

Professor Toby James: I ran an evaluation of the Act, or at least the 
introduction of individual electoral registration as part of it, and identified 
a number of effects. One is that it closed loopholes for fraud. In a survey 

of electoral administrators, such as the good colleagues who were here 
earlier, 70% were clear that it had closed many of those possibilities. It 

tended to improve the accuracy of the electoral register, so those are very 

positive things. 

There were negative effects on completeness, especially in London areas 
and among young people. There were negative effects on the workforce as 

well and some major effects in terms of the costs involved in compiling the 
electoral register. Some estimates that we did from a study would probably 
put at a figure of around £17.5 million per year the additional costs involved 

across all local authorities. The Committee has already seen evidence from 
the Cabinet Office about how it resourced those additional costs over a 

number of years, but cost pressures were left as a result. 

Dr Alistair Clark: Logically, it makes sense. The vote is individual and, 

therefore, it makes sense for people to be individually registered. In that 
sense, it has been a positive improvement. We heard from colleagues 

previously, and I think it is true, that because voters have now to provide 
identifiers when they apply to vote, there is a degree of certainty about 
who people are who are applying to register that there was not beforehand. 

The system has certainly brought that up to date. 

It is difficult to know what effect it has possibly had on fraud or allegations 
of fraud. Some figures from the Electoral Commission suggest that there 
were more allegations of fraud before the Act was brought in; anything 

from about 18% to 28% of allegations in a given year were down to 
registration fraud. From the Act being introduced in 2014, that reduced to 

between 8% and 15%, but interestingly it has started to tick up again. It 

is difficult to know whether the Act was responsible, or what is responsible. 

What have not changed, essentially, are allegations about voting fraud—
double voting or postal voting issues, and those kinds of things. 

Presumably, electoral registration would feed through into enabling some 
of that stuff. At the moment, it is difficult to tell whether or not the Act has 
actually had a knock-on effect on people seeing things to make allegations 

about in the first place, but some of those numbers have crept up in 
relation to voting fraud. The main issue in electoral fraud tends to be with 

campaigning rather than registration or voting fraud. 
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The Chair: That is very helpful; thank you. 

Q75 Baroness Pidding: What impact has the introduction of individual 
electoral registration had on efforts to identify and reach underregistered 

groups? 

Professor Toby James: One effect has been on gatekeepers. The role of 
gatekeepers under household registration was very important. Vice-

chancellors of universities could automatically register all their students, 
and someone in charge of a care home could automatically register 

everybody who was there. The move to an individual process has the effect 
of requiring outreach activity to reach every single person within a 

community. 

Among the biggest gatekeepers, of course, are parents and family 

members. Something that comes through a lot in the research is that 
parents registering their 16 or 17 year-olds, which right now could be very 
important, cannot do that under this system; the responsibility to do so is 

individual. 

As we have all been hearing, local authorities were severely hit on the 
finance and funding for the process. The research shows that, over the last 
five years or so, local authorities have been less likely to undertake 

outreach activities, because they have to focus on the core activities of 
processing registrations and making sure the forms are getting back. The 

capacity of electoral officials has been reduced, which has had an effect, 

too. 

Dr Alistair Clark: I think that is correct. The only thing I would add is that 
we do not actually know what works in getting underregistered groups to 

register to begin with. In that sense, we need to undertake more research 
into what might work, whether that be through various randomised 
controlled trials or those kinds of things. There are various groups, and 

things may work for some that do not work for others, so a degree of 
tailoring of some those appeals may be necessary. The difficulty is that it 

will probably end up being costly, and then there is a cost-benefit analysis 
to do into whether it is thought to be worth doing. It is not just about 
getting people registered; it is about getting them to turn out and vote as 

well. 

Q76 Baroness Mallalieu: We have heard that, so far, online registration has 
been very positive, but that it has produced some resource difficulties and 
burdens, particularly dealing with duplicates and so on. Have you any 

suggestions as to how those burdens could be eased and what 
improvements could be made to the online registration system? 

Dr Alistair Clark: It has most certainly made the whole system seem more 
modern, but to some degree that is the front page; behind the scenes it 
still clearly creaks a bit. Applications need to be sent to local authorities, 

where they are checked and so on, so perhaps we need some streamlining 
of the process. We have heard, and most people would agree, that we need 

some form of being able to check whether or not people are registered. 
One or two local authorities are trialling something of that sort, and I have 
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a sense that Hackney is one of them; it is trialling an attempt to allow 
people to check whether or not they are registered. That kind of thing could 

be scaled up. 

Another quite simple thing that could be done is that whenever calls to 
register go out people could be reminded that, if they are already 
registered, they do not need to apply again. It is not often done, 

particularly in broadcast or media messages; it may be done on the 
website, but it is not done in other places. Some of this is probably longer 

term, but to my mind it would be a fairly short-term win, if that message 

could be got across. 

Professor Toby James: I agree wholeheartedly. From our joint research 
on the Brexit referendum, we know that 37% of local authorities reported 

very severe problems with duplicates. That is going to happen again. We 
are used to being able to go online and look at our mobile phone record, 
logging in and seeing the state of our bill, and looking at when things are 

going to be renewed. It is the 21st century, so that should be provided to 

citizens. 

Lord Janvrin: Would a national register make a look-up facility easier or 
harder to introduce? You say that Hackney is trialling one. Is there scope 

for that? 

Dr Alistair Clark: I think there is, but there is a back-office difficulty. Not 
every local authority uses the same software for its electoral management 
of the register, so there would need to be some way of making sure that 

the different softwares could talk to one another, so that something more 
combined could be put together. That would be the first step. I can tell you 

what electoral registration officers would say: “Yes, but somebody needs 

to fund that as well”. 

Undoubtedly, that would help. The question is then where such a register 
is kept, and whether it should be kept by the Executive, by some arm’s-

length body such as the Electoral Commission or even, in some way or 

another, by local authorities. 

Professor Toby James: The case for a single electoral register is 
extremely strong. We have a patchwork system for historical reasons. It 
used to be Poor Law overseers who compiled local registers, then it was 

passed on to electoral registration officers in times when knocking on the 
door was the best way to get the information. In 2019, a single register 

rather than 370-odd makes a lot more sense. 

The Chair: Is there not an issue? If I can look up to see if I am on the 

register, you can look up to see if I am on the register. We have two 
registers anyway—the one that is open to all and the one that is somewhat 

restricted because people do not want their privacy exposed. How do you 

cope with that? 

Dr Alistair Clark: It is certainly difficult, and I do not know the answer. 
That is one of the things that would need trialling, undoubtedly. It is bound 
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to be able to be done, but, unfortunately, I am not a computer programmer 

who is able to explain how it might be done. 

Professor Toby James: It is about individual ownership of records. We 

are used to having individual ownership of our phone contracts, and we 
have a national insurance number. It is about having a single identifier for 
each individual so that they can maintain their record. It may be more cost-

efficient as well. 

Q77 Lord Janvrin: I think you have covered part of my question on resources. 
How bad is the situation? You mentioned £17.5 million a year. Tell me what 
that figure was for again. 

Professor Toby James: That is my estimate of the additional cost from 
IER. To explain that a bit more, along with colleagues, we produced a cost 

of elections report, which involved comparing electoral budgets and 
expenditure in every year. The difference in the expenditure from 2010-11 
up to 2015-16, which were both general election years, was proportionate 

to that figure, so that gives an estimate that is roughly in line with and 

corroborates what the Cabinet Office says. 

Lord Janvrin: Is there more that can be done to ease that burden? We 
have talked about look-up facilities and ideas like that, and technical 

solutions. Are there other things that could be done? 

Professor Toby James: Transparency about financial information would 
be a major step forward. It is currently under a statutory instrument, which 
specifies how much each returning officer can claim for an election, but 

what is not put forward is how much they then claim and for what purposes. 

There have been intermittent reports for particular electoral contests. 

Lord Janvrin: It is transparency about costs. 

Professor Toby James: Yes. It is not just that we like to do research on 
this, but we will—the information is there; it also helps to share and learn 
best practice. For example, how much should a returning officer be paid at 

an election? How much do they take as payment for themselves, or do they 
use that payment as Christmas bonuses for the staff who do all the hard 

work? A sense of clear transparency could make a major difference to 

identifying best practice. 

Lord Janvrin: Dr Clark, by all means answer that question, but before you 
start could you explain what you think the review you called for should 

cover, possibly following up those points? 

Dr Alistair Clark: That was what I was going to do, fortunately. One thing 

that probably shocked both of us when we did it was our research into the 
Brexit referendum for the Electoral Commission. We found that 43% of 

counting officers did not have enough resources to do the work they 

needed to do to maintain their local electoral register. 

What Toby said about transparency is absolutely right, but he was talking 
mainly about the running of elections rather than the funding of electoral 
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registration. As we heard in the previous session, that cannot be claimed 
back from the Cabinet Office. We do not have transparency about any of 

that, certainly not that I have seen. There is a bit of data kicking around 

on the conduct of elections, but not on transparency. 

I did some research under the previous system of household registration 
to see if increased spending improved the delivery of elections. It did. 

Clearly, funding matters. It comes back to a question that Baroness Pidding 
asked in the previous session. It is about possibly doing things differently, 

as well as just saying, “Let’s have more money”. 

What I had in mind was a ground-up review, starting with basic 

assumptions on electoral registration. For instance, is it right that local 
authorities have to fund all this work? It seems to me that there is a lot of 

work going on in relation to government policy that costs local authorities 
quite a bit of money, and they are having to react mainly to things in the 
last few years, such as referendums, short-term snap elections, new 

policies and so on. The first thing is that we should question the 

assumptions about who should be funding that. 

I am no accountant, sadly, but we need a zero-based accounting process 
or review, starting from the ground up, questioning whether some of the 

money could be better spent on other things. For example, clearly, when 
people looked at canvass reform, they decided that some of the money 

might be better spent in doing canvass reform differently. That kind of 
financial review might reveal practices that might be done differently. A lot 
of what goes on at the moment are legacy issues: “The law says this. We 

have done it this way for a long time; therefore, this is how we should do 

it”. Maybe we need to go back to basics and start from the ground up. 

Let us be realistic: that is not going to happen under present 
circumstances, with a snap election potentially on the way, but in a quieter 

period it will be necessary and urgent. Who would do it? The Electoral 
Commission is probably the body to lead it, because it already has powers 

to look into spending on elections and electoral registration. It would be 
the natural home for such a review. I am sure that academics would be 

happy to help. 

Professor Toby James: Currently, electoral registration officers and 

returning officers are exempt from freedom of information, so when we did 
our research project and asked about budgets, although many kindly 

agreed to take part, there was no formal statutory requirement to do so. 

Q78 Lord Campbell-Savours: You have commented already on electoral 
fraud. Is there anything you want to add? You talked about the dip and 

then the slight rise, and you gave an explanation. Is there anything you 
want to add to that? 

Dr Alistair Clark: Not particularly. The only thing I would add is based on 
research that we did on polling station staff both in the 2015 general 

election and in the 2018 and 2019 local elections. The biggest problem in 
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polling stations is not electoral fraud or personation; it is to do with the 

register. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, you said that in your brief. 

Dr Alistair Clark: Indeed, and I reiterate it. It leads into discussions about 
voter ID and so on, and whether that is the correct priority. Fraud in polling 

stations is a lesser issue. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask about voter ID? In Europe, what 

happens when people vote? Do they produce their national identity card? 

Dr Alistair Clark: It depends on the jurisdiction. In some places, yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Have you done any work on that? 

Dr Alistair Clark: Personally, no. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Has anyone done any work on it? 

Professor Toby James: I have seen some work. I cannot give the figures 
off the top of my head, but I can certainly submit them as further evidence. 
It tends to be the case that, yes, voter ID requirements are common. 

Obviously, in many jurisdictions a national form of ID is readily provided 

to citizens. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Would you be prepared to do some work for us 
on that, and perhaps do a trawl among European countries to see to what 

extent they use national identity cards, which are available in most states? 

Professor Toby James: I should be very happy to do that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Have you heard of Andy Erlam? He is the chap 

who took on Tower Hamlets, and of course he is on the front line as a 
difficulty. I want to ask you about some questions he is asking of me, and 
about some of his recommendations. He says that the Electoral 

Commission, which you referred to, should provide a national single point 
of contact for all reports of voter fraud. It should also introduce a public 

interface so that it is more actively engaged in the election process, and 
consideration should be given as to whether to give the commission a 

power or duty itself to prosecute cases, if there is voter fraud. Do either of 

you have a view on that? 

Dr Alistair Clark: I have no objections whatever to a central point. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: And your colleague? 

Professor Toby James: I would distinguish two things. One is where 

someone wants to raise a legal case. The case of the person you are talking 
about would clearly be that the system is not fit for purpose. Such a case 
requires an individual to take on huge financial risk, and some centralised 

state system would be hugely beneficial. 
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There is a second stream, which is where someone does not want to start 
a legal case, but perhaps their experience as an individual citizen at a 

polling station was not quite up to scratch. In that case, there should be a 
separate system and a single button on the Electoral Commission website, 

where someone can register that as a problem, and we can get a sense of 
proportion, of how regularly these problems occur, and whether they are 

in particular areas. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I put another one to you? He says that all 

returning officers should be subject to the Freedom of Information Act and 

designated as public bodies in law. How about that one? 

Professor Toby James: I agree, and that is one of the recommendations 

in our evidence. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: The third point he makes is that further 
consideration should be given to making returning officers entirely 

independent of local authorities, and local authority electoral services 
departments should be relocated, say, within the Electoral Commission. 

That is quite a radical one. How does that go down? It would transfer quite 
a lot of responsibility. You conceded it slightly, a little before, in your 

evidence. 

Dr Alistair Clark: Quite how that would work I do not know. Can I come 

back to one thing you asked in your first round of questions, about 
enforcement? That would require quite a radical change to what the 
Electoral Commission can do on enforcement. At the moment, it can fine 

only up to £20,000, or £10,000 for a devolved election. If I heard you 
rightly, I think you were describing criminal charges as well. That is a big 

ask for a body such as the Electoral Commission. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: At the moment. 

Dr Alistair Clark: At the moment, sure. At the commission they are on 
record as saying that they want more enforcement powers, but they are 

not on record as saying that they want criminal enforcement powers. 
Whether those next door would want to legislate to give the Electoral 

Commission those powers, I am not so sure. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Right. But you will do the work for us, will you, 

on the question of ID cards in Europe? Thank you very much. 

Q79 Baroness Suttie: Could you tell us more about your assessment of the 
government proposals to reform the annual canvass? In particular, could 
you say a little about the pros and cons of giving electoral administrators 

greater access to data sources? 

Professor Toby James: I wholeheartedly support the Government’s 

proposals. There is a large amount of consensus around the idea of moving 
to, in effect, automatic reregistration for citizens where other data sources 
confirm that they have not moved on. It makes a lot of sense simply to roll 

them forward and not waste resources and time asking them to reregister 
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every year, when they have perhaps lived in a property for 20, 30 or 40 

years. 

There is a separate debate about whether we go further and move to a 

system, at some point, of entirely automatic registration—for example, 
using other data sources to add people to the electoral register. That is not 
part of the government proposals. I was recently asked by the Joseph 

Rowntree Reform Trust to do some work on that, because it raises various 
issues about privacy, data protection, cybersecurity and so on. I would be 

happy to provide that report in due course. I think it will be published 

before the completion of the Committee’s evidence. 

Baroness Suttie: What do you imagine would be the main sources of data 

for that? 

Professor Toby James: There is a huge range. Experian, for example, 
already sucks up all those data sources, including the electoral register, 

and compiles what is almost a national electoral register already. That 
allows it to have a position whereby it can see how people have different 

records in different places. Council tax records are already in use, but there 
are other public utilities and private sector sources of information. That is 

a big shift, and it would be a major change. 

We could go some way towards it, with what are sometimes called 

facilitators—automatic registration whereby, when you update your car tax 
or driving licence, you are prompted with the question, “Do you want to 
register to vote at this moment in time?” That has been running in the US 

for a very long time and is often a main source of electoral registration 
information. More can be done, but as they stand, the Government’s 

proposals have a lot of support from the community. They would save 

money and they are a very positive development. 

Dr Alistair Clark: Can I go on to the pros and cons of data matching? I 
agree with everything Toby has just said, but it is apparent when you talk 

to electoral administrators that some of them are doing quite a lot of work 
on data mining and matching and so on, because their local authority has 
the capacity to do that. It is equally apparent that others are not, so it 

seems that there is variation across local authorities in their ability to 
undertake some of the analysis work. Data matching has great potential, 

but, on the downside, there needs to be greater capacity across the board 

for it to be entirely successful. 

There are one or two other things that we need to look out for. It depends 
on the databases being used. The DWP database may be fantastic, but 
some local authority databases that are being used may not be so robust. 

It depends very much on the quality of the data being used. 

The final thing is that we should be careful of equating electoral registration 
with council tax. I have in mind what happened with the poll tax in that 
regard. When the poll tax was introduced, lots of people dropped off the 

electoral register for the simple reason that they did not want to be taxed. 
People are wary about the database state to some degree anyhow, and if 
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that took hold at a wider level there might be some potential for it to blow 
up as an issue that electoral registration officers were tabbing us with 

council tax. That may be worth thinking about. 

Baroness Suttie: If you went down the route of private data sources that 
you were talking about, is there not a risk that that would result in even 

greater exclusion for particular sections of society? 

Dr Alistair Clark: Sure, and there would probably be a cost to it as well. 

Professor Toby James: Yes, you would be using it as supplementary 
information. It would depend on what data sources were used. These are 

things to be considered. As the Government’s proposals stand, I think there 

has been a lot of support for them. 

Q80 The Chair: Before Lord Campbell-Savours asked you to tackle the world, 
there was the other issue about the pilots in the UK. Do they give you any 

insight into the benefits and problems of voter ID? Do you think it is a 
priority? 

Dr Alistair Clark: I do not think either of us thinks it is a priority, and we 

have argued that it is not. There are other priorities, such as the 
consolidation of electoral law, which is widely perceived to be a mess. Voter 

ID is a distraction rather than a priority. That is how I would present it. 

There are other things that could be done. 

Professor Toby James: We have a paper coming out in due course where 
we can say more about the voter ID pilots, and we will share that with the 

Committee as soon as we can. 

The Chair: That is coming out while we are doing this inquiry—well, we 

have no idea how long we are going to be here. You think you can let us 

have that. 

Professor Toby James: Absolutely. We can say more about it then. 

Q81 Lord Dykes: On the overall question of efficient and well-run electoral 
administration, are there particular things that we may have not discussed 

so far that you would like to see introduced, which would improve effective 
electoral administration? 

Dr Alistair Clark: The main thing in the recent three or four years has 

been the stress that electoral administrators have been under. We have 
said this already, but it is worth repeating because it is often forgotten how 

small electoral services teams are. I met one in a local council a couple of 
weeks ago; there were three people, and only two of them were able to 
meet me. The Association of Electoral Administrators has been very public 

about the fact that it offers counselling for staff. Care may be the wrong 
word, but it is worth thinking about the resource and staffing implications 

of all the things that electoral administrators are being asked to do. 

In American electoral administration a few years ago, there was a 

discussion about it being almost critical national infrastructure. That is an 
alternative way of thinking about what we are asking them to do. They are 
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the foundation of our democracy, and their ability to register people and 
then deliver elections is absolutely foundational for representational 

democracy. 

Professor Toby James: With colleagues, we did workforce surveys of 
electoral management teams around the word, and the UK has the highest 
levels of stress of all of those. It is a major UK problem, and it partly comes 

from the context of the Act and from the financial resources. 

A lot of the research that Alistair and I have done has been based around 
the introduction of poll worker surveys or asking people on the ground 
about their experience in polling stations. It is often possible to have 

incident logs, where poll workers note any errors or particular problems 
that they have. In our research, we cover as many authorities as we can, 

but if you were able to ask at each polling station how many people were 
unable to vote, for example, or about the other types of problems that 
occurred, and made that a formal requirement, as it is in some 

jurisdictions, you would have a solid evidence base to answer questions 
such as how frequent fraud is and how many people are really turned away. 

There are often a lot of anecdotes and media exaggeration, which does not 
help form best practice. It would put electoral administration in good stead 

for evidence-based policy in future. 

Dr Alistair Clark: When I was talking about priorities, I mentioned the 

consolidation of electoral law. Consolidation may be the wrong word; 
transparency and understanding of electoral law may be a better way of 
putting it. It is a priority that that feeds down to polling stations, because 

some of our research found that there was confusion among people 
manning polling stations about what electoral law actually said. That is 

problematic, particularly, for instance, in a snap election with an unsure 
franchise. Further down the road, we can see that ending up in the 
newspapers and in the headlines, because people are unsure and this has 

added further uncertainty. Greater transparency or consolidation around 

election law is crucial. It is not a short-term project, but it is vital. 

Lord Dykes: In the meantime, do you find that the habits, histories and 
procedures for elections in the different devolved areas cause extra 

problems in having the ideal IER system? 

Dr Alistair Clark: Not so much. The devolved institutions are slightly 
different, in that the histories are slightly different. For example, Scotland 
in 2007 had a fairly big difficulty in the Scottish Parliament election, with 

lots of rejected ballots, which led to the setting up of something called the 
Electoral Management Board for Scotland, with responsibility for Scottish 

local elections. There is a Bill before the Scottish Parliament at the moment 

for extending those powers further. 

The board has played quite a good role in co-ordinating election 
professionals north of the border, both in delivering elections and in 

registration. The research I have done on the performance of electoral 
administrators shows the consequence: Scottish electoral administration 
tends to perform above the level of electoral administration across the rest 
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of Great Britain. I would be less worried about how the devolved 
institutions, or certainly those delivering elections in the devolved settings, 

are actually doing so. 

There is a question about divergence of franchises. Scotland, obviously, 
has 16 and 17 year-olds with a vote for local and Scottish Parliament 
elections. There is a Bill before the Scottish Parliament at the moment to 

extend the franchise to everyone legally resident in Scotland. There is 
divergence coming along, now that devolved institutions have powers in 

that area, but at the moment I do not see difficulties in terms of their ability 

to deliver. 

Professor Toby James: I agree. The Law Commission identified the 
volume and complexity of electoral law as a major problem, and our 

research feeds into that. Devolution in some ways contributed to the 
problem; there is a greater number of elections, with different electoral 
rules. But, as Alistair says, the Electoral Management Board in Scotland 

has had a very positive effect in bringing the community together, which 

has reinforced electoral integrity as much as anything else. 

Q82 The Chair: As I indicated to other colleagues, our job is post-legislative 
scrutiny. Is this Bill fit for purpose and what change would you have? You 

will both have a big shopping list, but what is at the top? 

Professor Toby James: I think you know our shopping list. 

The Chair: Are there 21 or 22 items on it? 

Professor Toby James: There are 21. This is from the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Democratic Participation, which has a range of 
reforms to pick up on what we should do now that the Act has settled in. 

The one that has not had a lot of coverage—apart from today—is the 
complaints procedure. To go back to earlier in the year, a long time ago, 

EU citizens were unable to vote and there was a lot of misinformation going 
on. There was the 3 million claim—that lots of people were unable to vote, 

and electoral registration officers and officials were saying that it was just 
one or two. That proposal would help us get to the bottom of where the 

problems are and would not cost a lot of money. 

Dr Alistair Clark: I would agree with all of that, but I would say something 
different. Section 23 of the Act is to do with the repeal of powers to 

organise or permit a co-ordinated online record of electors. The repeal of 
that has probably delayed, stymied—whatever the word is—the 

development of any online checking system. Repeal of the repeal may be 

a useful thing to think about. 

The Chair: Thank you very much indeed. This is hot from the other 
coalface: amendments on votes at 16 and votes for EU nationals are not 

set to be put to the vote. There we are. It simplifies things, if that is the 

position. Whether it is right is a different matter, of course. 

Thank you very much for coming along. We are very grateful to you for 
coming; and, indeed, we have expectations of the world, following the 
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invitation from Lord Campbell-Savours.  
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Q45 The Chairman: Good afternoon. Welcome to this evidence session of the 

Select Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 
2013. You have in front of you a list of interests that have been declared 
by members of the Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live by the 

parliamentary website. A transcript will be taken and published on the 
Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 

that transcript where necessary. 

That is the formal bit. You may well have been advised that certain 
questions will be put to you in this sitting. I will kick off with the first 

question, and I put it to the three of you. If you want to deal with it by 
sharing it out, we do not need to hear the same words from all three, but 

you are all welcome to contribute. We have about an hour, bearing in mind 
everything concerned. 

Has the introduction of individual registration been a positive development 
overall, from the point of view of the electoral administrators? What are its 
advantages and disadvantages by comparison with the old household 

registration system? 

Andrew Tiffin: It is a mixed bag of good and bad things, as you might 

expect. It has created a single point of registration, the GOV.UK Register 
to Vote website, which has been very well received by the general public 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/d732f8cc-99ff-4e34-ae36-978510f4de9f
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and people who work in electoral registration. The benefit that that has 
created should not be underestimated. It is automated, it validates ID, it 

is available 24 hours a day. That significant change has brought electoral 
registration into the modern era. It has created accountability for 

individuals to register themselves. The old household facility whereby a 
householder registered people in the house has gone, which is a good 

thing. 

There is another side to it, of course. The process has a brilliant online front 

end, but behind that sits quite a convoluted paper system, particularly for 
updating the register during the annual canvass. That is a lot more onerous 
and expensive than it used to be. We have to send out a large A3 form to 

people to confirm their details, which is a lot more expensive than sending 
out the old single A4 sheet. People do not understand the double process 

whereby the householder who receives the canvass form can roll the details 
of existing electors forward from one year, but they cannot add extra 

people on.  

They effectively just tip us off by putting new electors on to the registration 

form. People do not understand that double-stage process; it takes a lot of 
explanation. The form is quite complex to look at. Because there is more 
paperwork associated with it, the staffing resource at each authority is 

greater. Central government funding to offset the extra costs has gone into 

recruiting and paying extra staff to process the forms.  

The immediacy of the system and the fact that it is so easy to register 
means that there are registration spikes very close to electoral events. 

Even talk in the last 24 hours of an electoral event has resulted in calls and 
interest this morning and in duplicate entries being made via the online 

system because it is so easy to register. That creates a workload that 

perhaps had not been anticipated 

The Chairman: Are there any other points? 

Clare Oakley: We all have the same points, and Andrew has covered 

them. 

The Chairman: How have you sought to manage the challenges such as 
the new registration system and these surges of interest for general 
elections or referendums? There seems to be a bit of interest in an election 

now, yet we have all had the form to fill in within the last month or so for 
what will be the December published register. How does the rolling register 

and the form filling that is going on now fit in with the surge of interest? 
Would you sooner be back at the ranch than here at this time, bearing in 
mind all that is going on? When you booked to come, you did not know 

that you would be in this febrile atmosphere. How is it all going to fit 

together? 

Andrew Tiffin: I think we would probably be here, because I hope that by 
being here we can influence what happens in future; there is always some 

value in that.  
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How does it fit together? It goes back to the points that were raised 
previously. The electorate forget, or do not see, how the full system works. 

They do not necessarily connect the annual form with registering for a 
general election that may come in the future. Because the online 

registration system is so simple—you can access it on your smartphone—
if there is talk about a general election people just register. It is so easy to 

do. We have married a very modern method of collecting registration with 
a very old system of the annual production of a register. If there is a fault 
in the system, it is that we have not modernised the whole thing and 

produced a much more dynamic registration system.  

Q46 Lord Campbell-Savours: May I ask a question of each of you that would 

elicit a single-word response? Prior to the introduction of this legislation, 
was there electoral fraud in your area? 

Andrew Tiffin: There was, yes.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Was there in your area as well, Ms Oakley? 

Clare Oakley: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: And in your area, Mr Morgan? 

Glynn Morgan: No. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: None at all. In your area, Mr Tiffin, was it 

extensive?  

Andrew Tiffin: No.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: What form did it take? 

Andrew Tiffin: The commonest form relating to registrations being 

stopped was what we called roll stuffing—people just putting fake names 
on. They were often spotted simply because they were a cartoon character, 

or Elvis Presley, or something like that. That was a problem. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But that was easily identifiable, and under the 

old system you could sort it out?  

Andrew Tiffin: Under the old system, you could not identify it if people 

were more subtle and put a fake name on. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Did you ever prosecute anybody? 

Andrew Tiffin: Never. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Why? Because you could not prove it? 

Andrew Tiffin: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Was it like that in Camden? 

Clare Oakley: Ours was mainly to do with identify theft. Under the old 
system, it was easy for someone just to fill in a form with their name and 

address and send it in signed. We took it on face value. Now you need a 
date of birth and national insurance number, and it will often come down 
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as a red elector because they have tried to put in someone else’s details 
that do not marry with the records kept. They do not go on the register; 

we immediately have to investigate further. That has reduced the number 
of attempts to go on the register for identity theft. Credit is the other one 

that we used to get. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In the case of Pembrokeshire, there was no 

fraud? 

Glynn Morgan: No. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. That is all I need to know. 

Lord Janvrin: You said that part of the system has been—I cannot 
remember how you phrased it—taken into the 21st century by online 

registration, and the other part of the system has not. Could you expand 

on how you could get the second half into the 21st century? 

Andrew Tiffin: The main challenge is still the annual production of the 
register, using a document that is sent out to properties. Rather than 

having a continuous registration system that may be triggered at certain 
points when an elector changes address—say, through the DVLA, the 

Passport Office, or other government departments that immediately link 
through to the registration system—that process does not happen. So we 
are still reliant on marrying the old household form for confirmation and 

rolling over the register from one year to the next with a modern, online 

entry point to the system. 

Glynn Morgan: I support what Andrew is saying. The online part of 
registration is the modern element of it, but it is still based on a paper-

based registration process and, if anything, it has been made more 

complicated because it is now a two-stage process. 

That is what I think a lot of electors find confusing. Previously, they had to 
return one form. Now it is a two-stage process and that has caused some 

confusion. Hopefully that will be addressed in the canvass reform.  

The Chairman: We heard from a representative of the Cabinet Office—it 
seems like last week, but it was in July—who said that they had made some 
changes to the GOV.UK registration website to reduce the number of 

duplicate registrations and that there are now fewer duplicates. Have you 

seen evidence of this? 

Clare Oakley: No. I sometimes think that the duplicates come from the 
message that goes out from the political parties, and even, dare I say it, 

from the Electoral Commission saying that an election is coming and that 
you must register to vote. People think that they have to go on and register 

again, even though they are already on the register.  

We had an issue with the May elections when that message went out and 

people thought they had to reregister. We got an awful lot of people coming 
down, but luckily our system identifies them and puts them in a separate 
place as duplicates. We can just check them and get rid of them if they are 
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already on the register. The message that went out there and the message 
on the front of the online portal was not clear to electors. It just says, 

“Would you like to register to vote?”, and they start. If they are already on 

the register, it does not stop them. 

Lord Hayward: I have asked this question elsewhere. On that very point, 
if people could have read-only access to the registration for their address, 

the vast majority of those would presumably disappear. They are only 
interested in Camden, or Pembrokeshire, or Herts or wherever. If 

somebody was in Camden and followed that policy would that help you? 

Clare Oakley: Yes, immensely. 

The Chairman: That is helpful. 

Q47 Baroness Pidding: Has the introduction of individual electoral registration 
had any impact, positive or negative, on the efforts to identify and reach 

under-registered groups? In particular, do you have any examples of good 
practice in identifying and registering people in these hard-to-reach 
groups? 

Clare Oakley: We have discovered that it has had an effect on under-
registered groups, especially those for whom English is not their first 

language. They may be new to the country and do not understand the 
registration process. Some do not have national insurance numbers. Some 

minorities do not even have exact dates of birth. This causes problems 
because, even if they understand how to go online, they struggle to fill in 
the forms and give up. There is a lack of understanding of the registration 

system in the under-registered groups.  

We contact our local community groups for different ethnic minorities 

around the borough and give them information in other languages. We also 
visit them and explain registration to someone who understands and can 

then pass that on. We also try to get our councillors involved. They can 
advise their electors on being registered to vote. We have a high churn of 

movers in our borough, which is another problem area. When people move, 
the last thing they are thinking about is changing their registration. The 
fact that they have to reregister causes complications. If we had access to 

information from estate agents or rental companies, that would help, 

because we would be able to target them better. 

The Chairman: Could that not be done by electoral registration officers 
(EROs)? Could they contact all the estate agents and solicitors once a year 

and tell them that registration ought to be of interest to the people they 

are conveying houses to and from? 

Clare Oakley: We have tried, but they will not give us the information.  

The Chairman: They do not necessarily have to give it to you, but they 
could give it to their own clients. It could be part of the code of conduct of 

those professions. 

Clare Oakley: Yes. 
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Glynn Morgan: Some EROs do leaflets, which they hand out to estate 
agents to give to prospective buyers. They are getting that information 

from the ERO via the estate agent. 

Q48 Lord Wills: I have two quick questions, if I may. You agree that it had an 
impact, and from what you said I assume you meant that it had a negative 
impact.  

Clare Oakley: Yes, I did. 

Lord Wills: I will ask the same question of each of you. I know it is difficult 
to be precise about this, but if you had to give an order of magnitude to 
the negative impact of the introduction of the Act, what would it be? Did it 

affect these under-registered groups by a few per cent, 10%, 20%? Can 

you give us a feel for it? 

Clare Oakley: I am trying to do a mental calculation. I would say that our 

registration rate has dropped by 5% to 6%.  

Lord Wills: Would the other witnesses agree? 

Andrew Tiffin: We are a rural shire county, so it would be considerably 

less. 

Glynn Morgan: In Pembrokeshire, we do not have many difficult or under-
registered groups. We have a Polish section, more so in Carmarthenshire 
than Pembrokeshire, and we deal directly with its leaders at registration 

time. 

Lord Wills: I have a follow-up question, if I may. You have made 
admirable attempts to reach these groups. This is resource-intensive, is it 

not? 

Clare Oakley: Yes. 

Lord Wills: Could you have done more if you had more resource when the 

Act was introduced? 

Clare Oakley: Yes, if we had the resource to visit and engage more often. 
We rely on people we know in other council departments getting the 

information out for us. We do not have the resources to physically go out 

and talk to them.    

Lord Wills: I do not want to put words into your mouth, but if the 
Government had put in extra funding, along with the introduction of the 

Act, could the 5% or 6% decrease that you talked about have been 

eradicated, or possibly improved? 

Clare Oakley: We had money to start with, but there was so much going 
on. Also, the money has obviously decreased and we do not have the extra 

funding now to carry on the work. It is an ongoing thing; you have to do it 

each year, but we do not have the money now. 

Baroness Pidding: Do you have an ad-hoc programme, or is it in the diary 
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that you go and see a certain group of people every month? 

Clare Oakley: We tend to do it around canvass time to make sure that 
people understand how to fill in the forms that we are sending them. We 

work closely with our Bangladeshi community, for example. We also help 
them with their local elections, so the connection is there. They often ask 
us for information. If we have the time, yes, but in the past year we have 

not had a lot of time to do that. 

Lord Lexden: How successful have the efforts you are able to make been? 

Clare Oakley: Where we have gone out you see an increase in forms 

coming back from that ethnic minority. It is gradually going back up after 

the introduction of IER. 

Q49 Baroness Pidding: Do you have concerns about people who may seek to 
avoid registering, particularly with regard to the lack of effective 

enforcement measures to ensure that they are registered? 

Clare Oakley: We find that if you analyse the addresses that do not 
respond to the annual canvass and remain empty each year, it is the same 

kind of properties. 

There are regular properties that we know we will not get an answer from, 
partly because those people do not want to engage; they do not want their 
name. Sometimes they see it as another way for Big Brother to keep an 

eye on them. Also, it costs more to enforce the £80 fine for not responding 
to the registration officer’s invitation to register, and we have to pay to 

chase that person. But we do not get the fine back, so we are out of pocket. 
So the incentive for us to spend time on that is not there. It is not worth 

our while. 

Lord Wills: I have a quick follow-up question on something you said. 

Obviously, the under-registered groups cover a very wide spectrum of 
types of potential voters. You seem to be focusing your remarks on ethnic 
minorities, which is obviously very important, but wondered specifically 

about attainers, which must affect all three of you. Have any of you made 
particular efforts to work with schools, for example, or other efforts to get 

young people to register when they are just coming up to the age when 

they can vote? 

Clare Oakley: We have access to education records through the Camden 
Resident Index, so we can look to see where we have 16 and 17 year-olds, 

do a data match, and then send out an invitation to register. We identify 
them through data matching. So we can send an invitation to register out 

to their homes that says, “You can now register”. 

Glynn Morgan: In Pembrokeshire—I will discuss this in the next 

question—because Wales will register 16 year-olds onwards, and attainers 
from 14 onwards, we have already met with our youth Parliament in 
Pembrokeshire and have had a number of engagement days with it already. 

I am sure we will see that develop throughout the Principality over the next 

12 months when we engage with that age group. 
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Andrew Tiffin: We have also done work with adjacent boroughs. We do 
not have any sixth-form colleges in our district, but we have done work 

with them to get publicity material and contacts established within those 

colleges, just to encourage registration. 

Q50 Lord Janvrin: This follows on from Lord Wills’s question. Are there other 
under-registered groups, in particular—it may not necessarily apply to your 

areas—a big student population, frequent movers and the elderly? Are 
these areas of concern in your particular areas as regards whether they 

are under-registered groups? 

Andrew Tiffin: I will pick up on two of those categories. We have an 
elderly retired population in a number of our areas, so we do personal 

canvassing with care homes and talk to residents there to make sure that 
we get registrations with the elderly population. It is harder when they are 

living by themselves, but we probably need to do more work there.  

In our area, another hard-to-reach group is an RAF station and a military 

base. We have done work with them, because we find it difficult to track 
whether forces personnel are registered through a service registration in 

our area or somewhere else. We have attended forces days at the local 
bases again to ensure that the profile is raised so that serving personnel 

are aware that they can register. Again, we try to encourage that. 

Q51 The Chairman: Pursuing the same line, do you in your individual local 

authorities have access to the council tax records—the fraternity between 
your records and the council tax records and the whole business of the 
25% reduction for single households, and so on? How do you cope with 

that, and is it any help? 

Clare Oakley: Yes, we do. Once a month throughout the year we get a list 

of new residents from council tax. We can data match against single 
occupancy, and we also use discounts for students, if they are in private 

rented accommodation, to identify students through the council tax rates. 

Andrew Tiffin: We do. We have been less successful. We are not a unitary 

authority, so accessing the records is often harder. The issue for us with 
council tax is that it is an outsourced service that is provided by another 
provider, and that means that the relationships are harder to establish and 

the integration between two different software systems is harder. That is 
probably becoming more typical in lots of authorities where services are 

provided across authorities or between private sector providers. 

Q52 Lord Hayward: You touched on the question for Wales. Are there any 

particular challenges associated with implementing the Act in a devolved 
Administration, and what challenges might be posed by potential future 

Wales-only challenges for electoral law, such as votes at age 16 or 
automatic registration? 

Glynn Morgan: In Wales, we are very much in that evolution of 

devolution, which is an ongoing process. The Wales Act 2017 amended the 
Government of Wales Act 2006, and devolves further powers to Wales. One 

of those devolved powers is the ability for the National Assembly for Wales 
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to administer Welsh elections—National Assembly and local government 

elections.  

As a result of the 2017 Act, two Bills are currently being drafted. They have 

both gone through the stage 1 process, as I understand it. There is the 
Senedd and Elections (Wales) Bill—the Senedd will be the new name for 
the National Assembly, which is the Welsh Parliament—and the Local 

Government and Elections (Wales) Bill. They are running side by side, and 
both the Assembly Commission and the Welsh Government have interacted 

regarding the delivery of both Bills, especially with regard to the 

introduction of voting at 16. So there is general agreement there. 

However, there is some divergence in Wales between the two institutions 
on prison voting rights and the franchise for foreign nationals. The prisoner 

voting rights Assembly committee does not consider that the amendment 
should be introduced to the Senedd Bill to address the issue of prisoners 
voting, but on the local government Bill the Welsh Government intend to 

enfranchise prisoners serving a sentence of less than four years.  

There is an element of divergence there, but there will be a further plenary 
debate later this month with the Assembly, and it is anticipated that, as a 
result of that plenary session, amendments on prisoner voting rights will 

be tabled to the Senedd Bill. We will have to see what comes out of that. 

On franchise for foreign nationals, again the Senedd Bill currently contains 
no provisions to extend the franchise to non-EU and non-Commonwealth 
citizens who have legally registered in Wales to vote in the Assembly 

elections. However, the Welsh Government have already tabled 
amendments to the local government Bill, and it is their intention to 

enfranchise foreign nationals. Again, on those two subjects there is a bit of 
divergence, but there will be further meetings, so we are hoping that the 
alignment of the franchises will iron out and that they will reflect each other 

more closely. 

On the subject of divergence, it is also worth noting Scottish legislation; 
they have just laid their franchise extension Bill, and it is their intention to 
enfranchise all people legally resident in Scotland and prisoners serving a 

sentence of less than 12 months. Therefore, there are already franchise 

issues where not quite everything matches up.  

The introduction of votes for 16 year-olds will be a challenge. It will also 
be a challenge because the annual canvass process, the first one to engage 

with 14-to-15 year-old attainers and upwards to 16-to-17 year-olds to 
register their vote for the first time, coincides with the first annual canvass 
reform that we are seeing at the moment. The canvass reform is intended 

to be more of a light-touch registration process so that people will not have 
to respond to the form sent to them if there are no changes, but in a way 

it is compounded, because if anyone in the household is aged 14 to 17, the 

forms will have to be returned.  

We will not see the savings and benefits of the new annual canvass process 
for at least another 12 months following the 2020 canvass review. So there 
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will be challenges. Awareness will be a challenge, but I know that the 
National Assembly and the Welsh Government are already working 

together on a campaign, and the Electoral Commission will also run one.  

When we have held engagement days with the youth section in 
Pembrokeshire, people tend to get wrapped up in the votes for those aged 
16, but what is more important is the registration of 16 year-olds, 14 year-

olds and so on, because if they do not register they cannot vote. We are 
trying to put that point across. An education campaign has to be very much 

a part of saying, “This is how you can register. This is where you go to 

register”, whether that is done online or in paper format.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Mr Morgan, I have read about your considerable 
experience in this area and I want to draw on that. In our last evidence 

session we were told that the driver was fraud, yet in your area you have 

not experienced fraud.  

Glynn Morgan: No. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: The description of your history shows that you 

are in contact with all other electoral registration officers in Wales. 

Glynn Morgan: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Would you say that this is a problem in Wales? 

Glynn Morgan: No, I honestly do not think it is. Depending on where you 

are in the UK, there is a perception which I would imagine is possibly 

more— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Would you draw a distinction between your area 
and, let us say, Tower Hamlets or the other 15 or 16 authorities that have 
been identified by the Electoral Commission as having a particular 

problem? Would you say that there is a distinction between your areas in 

Wales and that sort of authority?  

Glynn Morgan: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I know you have been very much at the centre 
of introducing electoral registration as a system, but would it not have been 

possible to have a two-tier process so that the areas such as those you 
know so well in Wales and where I come from, where there is no evidence 
of fraud, could be dealt with under a separate system, as against a system 

that has to be applied more rigorously in authorities where there is a clear 

problem?  

In other words, could there be a two-tier system in operation? Could you 
have envisaged that? I know that the work has now been done, the scheme 

is in place and you have played your part in creating it. However, there is 
a little additional factor, which is to have a stronger system of individual 

identity actually at the ballot box, which might be a national identity card 
or something like that. Could that have been a substitute in many ways for 
the system that has been introduced nationally, although often it may not 
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be needed?  

Glynn Morgan: I think a two-tier system would be confusing for those 

who have to administer registration.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: If a particular authority opted for one system 
and another authority opted for the other one, why would that be 

confusing? 

Glynn Morgan: It would be confusing for both the elector and the 
administrator if there is no continuity of process. The idea of identification 
at polling stations is being dealt with by the Electoral Commission at the 

moment, and I think we intend to bring in voter ID for the next United 
Kingdom parliamentary election, although there would not be time for that 

if anything happens this autumn. That is definitely on the cards and it is 

intended to take place.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: But is it not possible to argue that you would 
have had just as effective a registration system if you had a lighter-touch 

one in certain areas where there is no evidence whatever of fraud?  

Glynn Morgan: I do not think so, to be honest. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Why not? 

Glynn Morgan: It would be confusing.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I do not understand. Who would be confused?  

Glynn Morgan: It would be more difficult to administer and it would be 
confusing for the elector, as well as for those who want to register, because 

you would also be dealing with that process in slightly different ways. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But not within a single authority. 

Glynn Morgan: No, not within a single authority.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: So how is it confusing?  

Andrew Tiffin: I do not think that electors necessarily associate their 

residency with a particular authority. You would have a system of 
registration that uses personal identifiers, which is effectively what we have 

at the moment—date of birth and national insurance number—which are 
validated in order to register, but in certain areas that information would 
not be requested and validated. That would lead to confusion, because you 

would be creating different entry points for a similar process.  

We have very little fraud, but as I outlined at the beginning, we have had 

fake names put on to the register. One of the advantages of the new 
system removes that completely. Having one simple entry point with some 

validation of ID means that we can be sure that people going on to the 

register are in most instances genuine people. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have one final question. Would you all accept 
that the introduction of a national identity card would have solved a lot of 
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problems?  

Glynn Morgan: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is that the view of the others as well? 

Clare Oakley: Yes, but there is the additional administration of that which 

again would probably come down to us. It would add another layer of 

administration.  

Q53 Lord Janvrin: I turn now to costs and resourcing. My question is to do in 
particular with the Government’s resourcing of the cost to councils. We 

have heard that the Government do not adequately compensate councils 
for the cost of electoral registration and administration. Do you agree? I 
think you have already stated that resources have reduced over the years. 

We have had some figures from the Cabinet Office in a supplementary 
briefing which suggests that that is indeed the case. Could you expand on 

the way you see the Government resourcing what you are doing?  

Andrew Tiffin: The resourcing when the Act came in and the changes 
were made were based on quite detailed work by the Cabinet Office on 

extra volumes of letters, correspondence and work that would go out. A lot 
of good-quality work was done at the time. When the Act came in and the 

changes were made, we did get adequate funding, but as you have 
suggested, the funding has gone down, which has made the need to make 

savings more challenging.  

The difficulty is that some of the changes that have been made have meant 

that registration is no longer a single event. We have touched before on 
how it is influenced by what is happening in the wider political world and 
how we have had to deal with spikes of activity related to electoral events 

that are not adequately funded because the old system of a once-a-year 
register with no real updating process taking place has been replaced by a 

more fluid and dynamic system.  

As we have said, people leave registration until the last minute, they may 

register again just to be sure, and there is no way in which they can check 
their registration without telephoning us. There are activities now that we 

did not anticipate when this system came in that are not being adequately 
funded at all. We saw that with the EU parliamentary elections in May, 
which were unexpected. A large amount of activity was required in order 

to register EU nationals. That was a spike of activity that was not 
adequately funded by central government but is the result of central 

government activity. Whatever happens over the coming weeks, months 
and years relating to a subsequent general election, there will be electoral 
activity associated with that which is not being funded at all yet is directly 

connected to an electoral event.  

Lord Janvrin: I have in front of me a Cabinet Office note on this: “Local 
authorities have also had the opportunity to bid for additional funds 
through what is known as a justification-led bid process”. Are you saying 

that that does not answer the point you are making, or has it been brought 

in as a result of some of the pressures over recent years?  
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Andrew Tiffin: A justification-led bid process allows us to deal with 
particular issues such as perhaps those relating to under-represented 

groups, so it is valuable if there are specific local experiences that need to 
be addressed with more funding, but it does not help us with registration 

activity that is now being driven increasingly by electoral activity.  

Glynn Morgan: With regard to funding for IER, the Cabinet Office funds 

what is supposedly the extra work incurred through the annual canvass 
process through the original financial allocation. That has been reduced 

each year. If we find that, coming towards the end of our annual canvass 
process when we check our costings, the money has been insufficient to 
deal with purely the IER element of the canvass, we then submit a 

justification-led bid. We have been successful every year and it has been 
fully funded. As Andrew has said, we all agree that the old process of 

registration has to be paid for by the ERO, but, because there is an election 
event, by its very nature it means that the registration side of the work 

increases but the ERO is not compensated for that.  

The Chairman: One thing that has occurred to me is that there are two 

registers: the register for electoral purposes and the register for other 
purposes, and that there are people who would like to buy copies of the 
register for other purposes. I do not know how many of those there are 

and how many are sold, and indeed what happens to the money.  

Does it go into the electoral returning officer’s funds or does it go to the 
treasurer of the local authority’s summary income fund? Do you benefit 
from it? That is what I am really asking. Indeed, will this differ from 

authority to authority as to whether people want to register in the affluent 
heart but may not want to in places that are not so affluent and do not 

want to buy these registers because the names and addresses will not bring 

in any dividends from trying to sell things and so on?  

Clare Oakley: We get requests for the open register, which is the one that 
can be sold to marketing companies and the like. We probably have three 

a year, mainly from estate agents. I had a request recently from a new 
business that was opening and that wanted to be able to leaflet people 

directly in the surrounding ward in order to say that it was starting up. 

The cost equates to roughly £20 for a ward, while the cost for the whole of 

the borough, because it is based on the number of names on it, is around 
£146. We have very few names as a percentage on that open register. A 
lot of people, at least 60%, opt out of having their details sold. The money 

is kept by the authority, but obviously we do not make a lot of money out 

of this. 

The Chairman: You do not see it.  

Andrew Tiffin: Similarly, we make £1,200 from selling the register, which 
we get to keep, but that does not really offset the tens of thousands of 

pounds that it costs to produce. 
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Clare Oakley: There is also the fee that we charge credit agencies when 
they request the electoral register. They get the full register because it is 

for anti-fraud measures. The fee is set in legislation and equates to £532 

for the whole of the borough.  

The Chairman: But you sell more to more than one agency.  

Clare Oakley: We sell four registers to the four main credit agencies. In 
our view, it is a ridiculous sum when you look at how much money the 

credit agencies make from that information.  

The Chairman: That is interesting. 

Q54 Lord Wills: We have some figures from the Cabinet Office which suggest 
that your specific funding for IER reduced by getting on for 40% over the 

first four years for which we have the figures. The Cabinet Office has 
justified this by saying that the funding was deliberately front-loaded to 

support transition, and it has declined as processes have been established 
and new efficiencies found. Would you say that you have managed to make 
savings efficiencies worth 40% of your funding and thus justify this 

reduction? 

Clare Oakley: No. 

Glynn Morgan: The process is exactly the same now as it was when IER 

was introduced. It is the funding that has reduced.  

Lord Wills: That is what I suspected. Another note tells us that local 

authorities are obliged by law to maintain sufficient resources for electoral 
registration. But at a time when local authorities in particular have seen 
their funding decimated, would you say that the resources made available 

to you by your local authorities—I understand that this may be a sensitive 
area—have been maintained over the past few years, unlike social care 

and pretty much every other service provided by local authorities, or would 
you say that you have suffered along with all of your colleagues in local 

government?  

Andrew Tiffin: We have suffered to varying degrees, and the word 

“sufficient” in this context is interesting. We have talked about reaching 
out to hard-to-reach groups, but when your funding goes, things that might 
called add-ons and nice-to-dos disappear. We may have sufficient funding 

to put stamps on envelopes, but everything else has to contract.  

Clare Oakley: I have managed to keep my team exactly the same since 
IER, purely because I say that if a snap election comes along I cannot run 
it on less than what I have. We are at literally 5.5 full-time equivalence to 

run all the elections and the registration. If I go below that, there is a risk 

to the election running, so I have always managed to maintain that level.  

There is also the fact that as local authorities’ budgets are cut, and staffing 
in other departments is reduced, we have fewer resources there for us to 

go to. Some 160 people are needed to run the accounts, while I need 300 
people to run the polling stations, so we need extra help. I cannot decimate 



Hart District Council, Pembrokeshire County Council; London Borough of Camden 

– Oral evidence (QQ 45-61) 

 

the whole council, because somebody has to be at a desk answering the 
phone. The resources are not there in the council to help us to run elections 

or carry out canvassing. 

Lord Wills: Would it be true to say—I do not want to put words into your 
mouth—that all of you have managed to stay within the law on maintaining 
sufficient resources by varying your definition of the word “sufficient”? In 

other words, what was sufficient 10 years ago might be regarded as 
excessive nowadays, and the definition of “sufficient” is now much more 

restrictive. Because of that, you are unable to keep within the law.  

Glynn Morgan: I always use the argument with my ERO that this is his 

personal responsibility and that the legislation states that they have to 
provide sufficient resources to be able to run the registration process. We 

have not really seen a reduction in resources in Pembrokeshire, 

predominantly because I keep using that argument.  

Q55 Lord Campbell-Savours: Moving on to populations, you have 5.5 staff. 
What is the electoral population that you cover?  

Clare Oakley: The electorate is 154,000. 

Glynn Morgan: We have 92,5000. That is the electorate, but I am not 

sure what the population is.  

The Chairman: How many people do you have in your department to do 

this work?  

Glynn Morgan: We have 3.5 people.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: And what is yours, Andrew? 

Andrew Tiffin: We have 74,000 electors and two full-time equivalent 

staff. 

The Chairman: We shall move one. Lord Lexden has the next question.  

Q56 Lord Lexden: My question is about finance. What assessment has been 
made of the total costs of the new system in your local authorities?  

Clare Oakley: We have kept a template, a running total, over the years 

of how much our printing and postage for electoral registration costs. This 
came about partly because we were a pilot authority for the canvass in 

2017 and we trialled one of the different methods in the pilot, so we wanted 
to gauge the costs for that. We saw a drop in the costs when we did the 
pilot, mainly for printing and postage because a percentage of the borough 

did not get the extra reminders, so a slight reduction was made there. But 
when we moved back to normal canvassing the following year, our costs 

went back up and I had to make a justification-led bid in order to have the 

money to fund that.  

We try to keep a record. It is not exactly exotic or anything like that; it is 
just about keeping track of invoices and how much everything costs, and 

then comparing that from year to year. From the pilot, the reduction in 
costs was not huge and not what we had expected it to be for the new 
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canvass reform. One explanation is that the people who we sent only one 
form to were those who had been very good and had returned their form 

at the beginning of the canvass. However, we were still spending as much 
on the ones we had to send normal-route canvassing to and go out to 

canvass personally. That cost the same amount anyway. The only saving 
made was a little saving on not having to send reminders to the regulars 

who return anyway.  

Andrew Tiffin: We had a pretty good handle on the increased costs related 

to extra stationary—physical, tangible items. What we found challenging 
was the length and complexity of queries related to the double stage. We 
have not been very good at measuring it or understanding the impact that 

it had on us. The complexity and the cost of dealing with that took us from 
1.5 equivalent full-time staff to an extra half person, so that was quite a 

substantive increase. 

Q57 Baroness Pidding: My question is about electoral fraud, although I 

appreciate that we have already spoken about this. Are there any other 
comments that you want to make about it? How big a problem is it and 

what shape does it mostly come in? Do you feel that registration officers 
are equipped with adequate powers and resources to deal with instances 
of electoral fraud?  

Glynn Morgan: As I said earlier, the perception of electoral fraud in 
electoral registration throughout the UK is somewhat subjective and seems 

to be more of a problem in larger urban areas than in rural areas. The 
potential for electoral fraud falls into three main areas: the ability to 
register at more than one address, the ability to register possibly at postal 

vote application time, and the ability to register possibly by proxy 

application.  

The ability to register is still based on residency. The word “residency” has 
meaning in electoral law that is not equivalent to residence for other 

purposes such as income tax. When registering individuals, EROs have to 
exercise their judgment subjectively based on case law, if you like. We 

have to take it at face value using elements of fact and degree, if nothing 
else. In that case, the law we use goes back to 1868, while others regarding 
student registration or dual registration date back to the 1970s. We really 

need a firmer definition of residency and the Law Commission picked up on 
that in its interim report on how dual residency needs to be looked at and 

more work put in on defining it.  

If students register for a postal vote, they declare on the postal vote 

application form that they will not be voting elsewhere. That takes away 
the perception of a student voting at home and having a postal vote as 

well. I must admit that we have not seen a pattern in that regard, but the 
perception of it remains. Postal vote applications are monitored by EROs, 
and again it is easier to do that monitoring in smaller authorities because 

staff get a feeling for more than one application from the same address.  

Our software systems will also pick up on multiple applications, so this is 
constantly being monitored. We are now collecting personal identifiers—
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the date of birth and the signature of the individual—and those personal 
identifiers are then checked when the postal vote comes in at election time. 

If someone cannot give a signature, they can apply for a waiver so that 
the production of their signature is waived. That applies, for instance, 

where someone has a disability. That is taken at face value and the 
legislation may need to be looked at again in the future. It is possible that 

if someone applies for a waiver, that should be attested to by a doctor or 

carer just to ensure that it is a genuine application.  

Proxies do not seem to be so much of a problem. We have seen a surge of 
applications for emergency proxies. While that is beneficial to the elector, 
they come in at a very busy time for the office. On the day of the poll, 

people can apply up until five o’clock, which is difficult in an already busy 
election office. It also has an effect, because the polling station has to be 

notified that someone will be coming in to vote on an individual’s behalf. 
Again, as we discussed earlier, this is perceived depending on where you 

are in the UK.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have looked at the figures you gave before. 

You all have roughly the same number of persons per thousand in the 
electorate, yet the problems in Camden must be substantially greater than 
the problems in Pembrokeshire. In Camden, there is one person for 28,000 

people, while in Pembrokeshire there is one person for every 26,000.  

It seems to me that Pembrokeshire is slightly better off than Camden in 
terms of equivalence. However, the problems seem primarily to arise in 
inner city areas. Is there some imbalance in the way that this is calculated 

at the moment? I am going by the figures that you have just handed to 

me.  

Andrew Tiffin: It is one set of figures. Clearly work needs to be done on 
staffing levels across comparable authorities and different authorities so 

that we can see which are the most efficient. You get economies of scale 
in a larger authority which will make the operation more efficient. However, 

it is difficult to tell.  

Q58 Lord Wills: A whole range of problems are associated with fraud, which 

covers many different offences. At the time, the Government took the view 
that the main priority was to deal with the problems of registration. Going 

back seven or eight years, is that your view? When dealing with fraud, was 
the problem of registration the main priority?  

Andrew Tiffin: My perception is that it was at the time that the Act came 

in, and of course the method for registering was very vulnerable. It was 
about putting a name—any name—on a piece of paper and someone 

signing it. That could be anyone’s signature. You were then put on the 
register and you were a voter. I think we forget how vulnerable the system 
was. It meant that we did not know that those people were not real or we 

could not identify them, so there were no checks. There were strong merits 

in making the change and bringing in an identifier.  
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Clare Oakley: I do not remember huge levels of fraud under the old 
system but, as Andrew has said, back then it was easy for people to 

register. The law actually said that we should take the application at face 
value. Especially when it was busy in the run-up to an election, you took 

the forms at face value and put people on to the register. Now the system 
is automated and there are more checks. That will have reduced the 

number of people who want to commit fraud.  

Lord Wills: A whole range of problems are associated with our system of 

registration, completeness being an important one. Where would you place 
fraud as a problem? Was it the most important problem when the Act was 
brought in? What was the second most important, or did it come quite a 

way down the list of priorities among the things that you wanted the 

system to deal with?  

Andrew Tiffin: Fraud makes the system look vulnerable and affects the 
democratic process. It affects and influences how people perceive its 

integrity. While I cannot speak for everyone, electoral administrators want 
to see efforts that reduce fraud more than we want to see efforts to tackle 

completeness. Ultimately, completeness is about making the system easy 
enough to use so that everyone who chooses to register can be registered. 
We are probably more concerned about the things that bring the system 

into disrepute than instances where people are perhaps deliberately 
avoiding trying to register, because in the end that is what they want to 

do.  

Lord Wills: What about the people who do not register because they are 

unaware of the system or are in other ways excluded? They are not 

choosing not to register.  

Andrew Tiffin: We have looked at the methods. Everyone in the electoral 
community, at the Electoral Commission, or involved in producing 

advertising material and so on is keen to make the system easier. We 
should say at the outset how easy it is to use and how easy it is now to 

register electronically. I think that fewer people are genuinely unaware that 
they need to register or are unable to register. My perception, particularly 

in my area, is that that is not an issue.  

Q59 Baroness Suttie: You have touched already on the annual canvass. Could 

you all say a little more about the key problems in relation to that canvass? 
What changes would you like to see the Government consider as part of 
the reforms?  

Andrew Tiffin: Yes, we have touched on this. The reforms that the 
Government want to make address the fact that we have a very paper-

intensive system. One of the key changes they want to make is that, where 
we can match electronically the residents who are in a property, we need 
only to write a notification letter to tell them that they are registered and 

that we have rolled them over, as it were, for another year.  

That will be a clear benefit, because again we go back to the fact that 
people do not understand how, if they are paying their council tax and we 
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can remember that they are doing so, why on earth we are asking them to 
roll their details forward from one year to the next? People just do not get 

that in this day and age, given all the information that is carried forward 
from one year to the next. The requirement to get from each household a 

confirmation of the rollover is probably one of the biggest issues that we 
have with the canvass as a structure, so changes made to it will be 

beneficial.  

Our concern, and we will want to make sure that it is addressed, is that 

our perception is that the people who respond quickly to the canvass at 
the moment and do so by electronic methods will probably be those who 
are living in stable households and have received a notification letter. So 

in fact that will not save us much because the cost of someone responding 
via an 0800 number or a text message is pennies for us. The challenging 

electors are those who move frequently and will probably not be matched 
by an electronic method, along with all those who do not respond. The core 

cost of chasing them is still going to arise, and that is a concern. 

Clare Oakley: I still think there is an issue with having two forms: the 

household inquiry form and the invitation to register. Someone moving into 
a property at the moment will find on their doorstep a household inquiry 
form. It explains that they can go on to the portal and register directly, but 

because they have been sent a form they will feel obliged to fill it in with 
their new names. The form comes to us, we process it and then we send 

them an invitation to register; we will send it via email if we have an email 
address. It says that you need to register or that we will send it in the post 

if you do not have an email address.  

When it comes to election day—we have had this every year for the last 

four years—a lot of people will say, “But I have registered, because I 
returned the form”. The system shows that, yes, they returned the housing 
inquiry form but have ignored every reminder with an invitation to register 

and ignored the personal canvasser knocking on the door saying, “You 
need to register”, because they feel that they have registered. The two-

form system does not work, because it confuses the elector.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do you think that your very strong arguments 

have been listened to by those who are now redesigning the system?  

Clare Oakley: Yes, because I have been to meetings regarding the 

canvass reform and I keep saying the same thing.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Where do you think we are now? Are you 

expecting the Government’s position to change?  

Clare Oakley: Having been the pilot authority for the changes—in fact, we 
were a pilot authority very like the canvass reform—yes, we were listened 

to to a certain extent. However, we are still talking about the percentage 
of people who need to be contacted—essentially those who move around a 

lot and are not registered. We are still talking about a two-form process.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: If we were to flag up in our final report the key 
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change, which one would you want to see being made to the system? 

Would it be this one?  

Clare Oakley: Personally, I would like that one—a single form. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is that the opinion of all the witnesses: a single 
form for all of the business is the key reform? That should really be the 

headline of our report.  

Clare Oakley: I cannot say that. 

The Chairman: Do you want to put your question, or do you think that it 

has been covered?  

Q60 Lord Campbell-Savours: Which administrative changes brought in by the 

Act have had the biggest impact on your ability to deliver elections?  

Clare Oakley: There are quite a few that were just slight tweaks and 

changes which most people probably did not notice. As an administrator, 
the changes to the parliamentary timetable were key because we went 
from 17 days to 25 days. However, we would say that that is not long 

enough for the simple reason that 25 days still do not allow us enough time 
after the close of nominations to get postal vote ballot papers out to 

overseas electors. However, if the franchise for overseas electors is 

extended, we will have an even bigger problem.  

The complaint I get at every parliamentary election—we had it in May—
was on the number of overseas postal ballot packs that did not arrive in 

time for overseas electors. We advise them to have a proxy, regardless of 
where they live, but a lot of them say, “I don’t know anybody where I used 
to live”. Some of them have been out there for 14 or 15 years, so they do 

not know anyone back in the UK who could do it before the time limit. It 
can arrive the day before or the day after. Once it has left the UK and Royal 

Mail it is out of our hands, so if we could extend it slightly that would help 

with overseas electors. I know that there is always a big push on that. 

The addition of interim elections to the election timetable increases the 
amount of workload that we have because we have got to fit in three 

publications, and it is not as simple as just pressing a button from an 
administrator’s point of view. There is a lot of chasing of people and 
reminding them if they need to produce documentary evidence. They may 

also want postal votes and things like that. It adds quite a lot. It takes one 
person out from doing other things in the office just to publish those interim 

registers. Then you have to get them out to the candidates and the political 

parties because they all want the updates. It just adds more work. 

The only other one I like is that if there is a queue at a polling station, I 
instruct my presiding officers: “When it is 9:58, stand by the door and 

shout at people to run if they are arriving”. If they get in, you close the 
doors, whereas before you used to have the ballot paper physically in your 
hand. Now, as long as they are in the building they can still vote. We have 

never actually had queues, but I still train them that that is what they 

should do.  
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Lord Campbell-Savours: Have you seen the report by the Association of 
Electoral Administrators from September 2017, called It’s Time for Urgent 

and Positive Government Action, and the selected feedback from your AEA 

members who are your colleagues? Have you read it? 

Andrew Tiffin: Yes. 

Clare Oakley: Yes, when it came out  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I will briefly read one of the comments: “To 
sum it up in a simple sentence—it was horrific”. This was their experience. 
“Somehow, I and my small team have managed to deliver nothing short of 

a miracle. I'm not a glass half empty kind of person—I'm very happy go 
lucky but this has just taken everything I had to give and more. I feel like 

I just need to take some time to digest what we have been through and 

then decide whether this is still a career that I want to do”.  

We have read a lot of comments like that from different authorities and 
from individuals. What is morale like in each of your authorities, briefly—

my question was long—when it comes to this because of pressure?  

Andrew Tiffin: That report probably came out following the 2017 general 

election— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: It did. 

Andrew Tiffin: —so there was a phenomenal amount of pressure placed 

on staff. Morale remains good in our office—I would say that, I suppose—
but there are fears. My clerical staff are fearful of a general election, 
because running a general election in the canvas, when we have other 

electoral events, will put significant burdens on them personally. That has 
an effect on them, which is seen among my colleagues in that report and 

in the number of vacancies being carried for people in my position—
electoral service managers—in authorities up and down the country. It is a 

job that is difficult to recruit to in local authorities. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is it the same in Camden? 

Clare Oakley: Our morale is good. By the end of the UK parliamentary I 
think we were all a little tired, to make an understatement, but we have 

chosen this as a career. We have pride in what we do and in delivering an 
accurate and successful election. I know that my staff will work whatever 
hours or days of the week it takes to do that, not only because of our own 

standing but so as not to let Camden down. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: And in Pembrokeshire? 

Glynn Morgan: Morale in the office is good. That is very much down to 
the individuals there, to be honest. The main problem that we face is not 

so much in a timetabled poll on the normal cycle of elections. It is, for 
instance, when you get a snap parliamentary election—as in 2017 and 

potentially now as well—or the late calling of a European parliamentary 
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election. You are electoral purgatory, if you like, because you do not know 

what on earth is going to happen. The staff’s commitment is exceptional.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: One final little question, then. I am not playing 

politics here, I am just asking out of interest, because you are the people 
who have to implement it. If an election was called for 16 October, would 
all your authorities manage with the resources that you have? Would you 

lose people and how would you manage? You have six weeks—no, more 

than six actually, it is eight.  

Glynn Morgan: We would deliver it. 

Clare Oakley: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You would deliver it. 

Andrew Tiffin: I think the electors would find this a challenging election 

to get through because— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am talking about your people in your office. 

Andrew Tiffin: Yes, but the fact that it is in the middle of a canvas will 
produce issues, as we have touched on, where people think they are 

registered and are not. An election this time round, in comparison to the 
EU election or the 2017 parliamentary one, will be less smooth for staff 

and for voters because there will be more people who think they are 

registered and will not be. 

Glynn Morgan: The challenge is also with suppliers; for polling stations, 
there are sundries, equipment, et cetera. There is only one major supplier 

providing those materials. Are they, for instance, up to getting that 

equipment out to us in time?  

The Chairman: I wonder if we can move to a concluding question from 

Lord Hayward. Do not forget that there is this issue about late registration.  

Q61 Lord Hayward: Yes. My question is associated with question 9. What 
further changes should be a priority to improve the efficiency and 

effectiveness of electoral administration, and to aid administrators in doing 
their jobs?  

May I add a supplementary, which is implicit in that? It is the question of 
the timing of late registration. Does this cause you particular problems, 
and if late registration were cut off a few days earlier would that have a 

significant effect? You have touched on the question of late responses on 
proxies and other things. Would that adjustment therefore be markedly 

beneficial, slightly beneficial or have no benefit at all? 

Glynn Morgan: The sort of future change that we need to look at is quite 
fundamental. That is in changes to legislation. The Law Commission report 

needs to get back on to the political agenda. It has been put on the 
backburner again because of Brexit, which is unfortunate. At present, we 

have to work to something like 25 different statutes, supported by myriad 
secondary legislation, all bolted on to previous secondary legislation or 



Hart District Council, Pembrokeshire County Council; London Borough of Camden 

– Oral evidence (QQ 45-61) 

 

statutes. It makes the process even more complex, and because of that 

there is more of that risk of people making mistakes. 

The fundamental change is, “Listen to the Law Commission and try to get 

it consolidated in virtually one Act”, so that it would deal with every kind 
of election going. Yes, there are different twerks in the consent for Scotland 
or Wales with their devolved institutions, but that process should be exactly 

the same, irrespective of which poll it is. Resources have to be renewed 
financially, as do staff. We touched on that just now. A lot of the legislation 

is so antiquated and it needs to be brought up into the 21st century as 

well.  

Going on to your supplementary question, if the registration deadline was 
moved forward it would just give us a bit more breathing space to prepare 

the registers et cetera.  

The Chairman: I think we are there. Thank you very much for coming. It 

has been very helpful. Thank you.  
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Watch the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chair); Lord Campbell-Savours; 

Lord Dykes; Baroness Eaton; Lord Hayward; Baroness Mallalieu; Baroness 

Pidding; Baroness Suttie. 

Examination of witnesses 

Peter Lee, Director, Constitution Group, Cabinet Office and Natalie Bodek, Acting 
Deputy Director, Elections Division, Cabinet Office. 

Q180 The Chair: Welcome to this evidence session of the Select Committee on 
the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. You have in front 
of you a list of interests that have been declared by members of the 

Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the parliamentary 
website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the 

Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 
that transcript where necessary.  

We have a series of questions that members will put to you. We think it 

may last an hour or so. There will be one or two supplementaries; I am 
sure of that. If I can make a start, how is the Cabinet Office doing in 

progressing the legislative proposals to improve electoral integrity outlined 
in the Queen’s Speech? 

Peter Lee: We had a set of proposals that we were taking forward before 

the election. We have had the election and the Government set out in their 
manifesto a series of measures that were similar, but with a few additions 

to the measures they wanted to pursue to improve electoral integrity. Of 
course, voter ID remains a centrepiece of those. We will also have 
measures, as the Committee will come to, for improving the security of 

postal voting. We are currently at the stage of developing in detail our 
policy propositions in each of those areas in order that we can develop the 

necessary legislation. This will require primary legislation to make the 
necessary changes in most cases. That will be introduced as and when 

parliamentary time allows.  

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/443ba205-232b-4633-82d2-768671fc8016
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The Chair: You have no specific plans or you do not believe you have a 

clue when parliamentary time may allow.  

Peter Lee: As I am sure you are aware, the business managers tend to 

take a fairly dim view of officials who decide when parliamentary time 
should allow. At the moment, we have not introduced the Bill. The Queen’s 
Speech effectively set out what our plans were, but without specific 

timings. Right now, we do not have a slot to introduce. It will be when the 

business managers decide it should be programmed in.  

Clearly, we are expecting to introduce voter ID and the other measures set 
out in the manifesto within this Parliament, so that gives some idea of the 

timings. There is an implementation period, both for how long it would take 
to legislate and for how long it would take to work with local authorities to 

bring into force the measures set out in the Bill. As to specifically when the 

Bill will be introduced, I have no more intel. 

The Chair: We could well, then, be looking at the earliest being the 2022 

local government elections, rather than any earlier.  

Peter Lee: The Electoral Commission normally recommends a minimum 
period of six months between the electoral law being changed and the 

election affected by those changes. Delivery of, for example, voter ID by 
the 2022 election from now would be pretty tough, bearing in mind the 

time it will take this legislation to pass through Parliament. I expect we 
would seek to introduce it later in the Parliament, but we do not yet know 
when, because we do not know quite when the Bill is going to come in. We 

need to make sure that, from the point at which the legislation is passed, 

we are giving authorities time to be ready to implement it. 

Q181 Lord Hayward: I was going to raise this point later, but you have touched 
on this particular question. We have had evidence from a number of 

people, particularly EROs, who say that if you are going to introduce voter 
ID, there has to be a dry run in advance of a general election. The big wave 

of local government elections comes in 2022, and you have just said that 
you will not meet that 2022 deadline. Are you in effect saying to EROs, 
“Tough”, and that there will be problems at a general election because you 

are not going to meet that deadline? 

Peter Lee: I will not try to pin down the timings any further, because it is 

genuinely about when a slot opens up. Ministers want to bring this into 
force in a timely manner, so as quickly as possible, while allowing local 
authorities the time to implement it successfully. When that will be is a 

measure of the point at which we have introduced the Bill. One would 
imagine that it will take us a reasonable time to pass the legislation through 

Parliament. This will be an important piece of government legislation that 
both Houses will want to scrutinise carefully, one would imagine, and have 

sufficient time to do so.  

In terms of a dry run being required in 2022, we will be providing enough 

time, guidance and resources to local authorities to ensure that, whenever 
it is introduced, to whichever set of elections, it is delivered successfully. 
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Local authorities would probably say that they do not regard local elections 
as something that should be used as a dry run for a general election. They 

would regard local elections as equally as important to them and to their 

members as a general election.  

Whenever it comes into force, we need to make sure it does so successfully. 
We cannot bring it into force in such a way that we have an unsuccessful 

set of local elections first. We regard every election as having to be 
delivered successfully in order to maintain people’s faith in a democratic 

process. Almost regardless of when it comes in and which set of elections 
it comes in for, we will do everything we can with local authorities, the 

Electoral Commission and others to make it a success.  

Lord Hayward: I would ask you to read the evidence we have had from 

the EROs. We had requests again yesterday that there should be dry runs.  

Q182 Baroness Mallalieu: We have heard evidence from Tower Hamlets. 

Indeed, we went down there and talked to them. We have heard about the 
consequences of the present system and people being left with very large 

bills, which at the moment no one is picking up and Tower Hamlets are in 
danger of bankruptcy.  

You have been asked about the tinkering proposals—it sounds offensive to 

say it; it is not—but they do not go to the heart of this matter. Our electoral 
law would appear to be out of date and needs a proper overall look at. Is 

anybody in the Cabinet Office looking at that now? If we get one Bill that 
deals with, in a sense, the peripheral matters but does not tackle to 
underlying problem, which is a law that was made a very long time ago for 

very different situations, there is not likely to be a second electoral Bill in 
this Parliament, is there?  

Peter Lee: It really would be risking the wrath of the business managers 
if I was drawn down that line. This is something that the local authorities, 
the Electoral Commission and other stakeholders raise with us regularly. 

The Law Commission is looking at the state of electoral law. What you say 
is absolutely true: one outdated piece of electoral law is the way in which 

we check whether someone, when they turn up to a polling station, is the 
person they say they are. Asking for someone’s name and address worked 
fine in the 19th century when, within a community, people would know 

everybody and, if someone tried to personate, that would likely be picked 
up. In a modern society, that is nowhere near effective enough, which is 

one of the main reasons Ministers want to introduce voter ID.  

We will look to what the Law Commission concludes with interest. Within 

reason, we always look to take opportunities to reform electoral law when 
there is obviously and clearly a problem. Through this Bill, for example, we 

intend to look at the way postal voting is carried out and how some of the 
fraud vectors—that was a huge issue in Tower Hamlets, as you will have 

seen—can be closed down.  

Resolving every issue with electoral law within one Bill would be difficult. 

It is very complicated. One disadvantage of having a very long-standing 
democracy is that our electoral law has built up over a very long time. 
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Whether it could be dealt with in one Bill is doubtful. This is something we 
have been talking to our stakeholders about, and it is about prioritisation. 

What things can we change that will have the most impact on the electors’ 

experience and the administrators’ ability to administrate effectively?  

Q183 The Chair: Many of the Government’s plans do not seem to me to come 
for free. Have you worked out their cost and resource implications and, 

indeed, who is going to pay the bills?  

Natalie Bodek: We have information about the 2018 and the 2019 pilots 

and how much they cost to administer. We are still in the process of 
developing the policy on what voter ID will look like in practice, in particular 
the locally available ID for those who do not have a source of photographic 

ID. We are looking at the support package that we need to put in place to 
support local authorities to roll this out effectively, for example training or 

resourcing. When parliamentary time has been found to bring the Bill 
forward and those policy proposals are finalised, we will be more 
forthcoming about the anticipated cost, but, yes, it will be funded by central 

government. 

The Chair: When a Minister comes with a Bill, they will know what the 

price is. Is that what you are saying? 

Peter Lee: Yes. This will need to be funded as a new burden of local 
authorities, so Treasury too will be very keen to know how much it will 

cost. We will need to cost this policy, as we would for any government 
policy. Once we have real clarity, we will have a much clearer idea of how 
much it might be. Even then, as we implement, we may discover tweaks 

that need to be made to the way we implement. Communications is a good 
example. We put around the pilots a significant communications operation, 

jointly with local authorities, to make sure people understood they needed 
to bring ID when they wanted to vote. What communication approach we 
take may be modified as we get closer to the delivery of the pilots. That 

will have a cost attached to it.  

The Chair: You are speaking as if the only thing that has a cost to it is 
voter ID. It seems to me that the whole business of the disabled voter may 
have a price to it as well. I take it you realise that other features of the 

Government’s programme have a cost. 

Natalie Bodek: Ultimately, we will be doing a full business case for all 
elements of the Bill. We will be undertaking more analysis on the cost of 

individual measures within the Bill. 

Peter Lee: You are quite right, Chair. Another example is the postal voting 
changes. If you dramatically decrease the period for which a postal vote 

application is valid, more processing is required by local authorities. That 
has a cost attached to it, which will need to be met. You are absolutely 

right; we recognise there is a cost attached to this. That will need to be 

proportionate to the benefit it delivers.  

Q184 Baroness Pidding: How far advanced are the plans to introduce 
photographic voter ID requirements? What forms of ID are being 
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considered? 

Peter Lee: Following the pilots, I think Ministers now have a reasonably 

clear idea of what forms of ID will be allowed under the scheme. The 
underlying philosophy is that photo ID is the most secure way of ensuring 

that, when someone turns up to a polling station, the polling clerk can 
check they are who they say they are. Other forms that do not have a 

photograph are less so. Equally, the ID that is allowed within the scheme 

needs to be proportionate with what we are trying to achieve. 

The obvious two would be a driver’s licence and a passport, the most 
commonly held forms of photo ID, but we expect other forms also to be 
accepted, for example concessionary travel pass schemes and the 

photocard element of disabled parking permits. This was tested out in the 
pilot. We would include other forms of official photo ID that have a degree 

of security to them within the scheme to ensure a proportionate approach. 

When the Electoral Commission looked at this in 2015, it estimated that 

about 92.5% of eligible voters have some form of eligible photo ID at the 
moment, although the numbers will shift around a little because it depends 

on exactly which form you use. To fill the gap, the locally available ID card 
would be provided free to those who do not have one of the forms of eligible 
photo ID. That is where we have got to on what forms of ID we would 

allow.  

Q185 Baroness Eaton: What were the key lessons from the two pilots in 2018 
and 2019 about introducing ID requirements? Were there any very 
unexpected findings?  

Natalie Bodek: Actually, the findings were as expected and there were no 
big surprises in them. The finding was that the pilots were successful and 

the vast majority of people were able to vote without any problems. The 
main takeaway was that, as Peter has mentioned, we put a big effort into 
awareness raising and local communications campaigns. That was felt to 

be quite successful and to have gone quite well. That is something we will 
be majoring on again with delivery partners such as the Electoral 

Commission when it comes to rollout.  

Q186 Lord Campbell-Savours: I cannot quite hear what you are saying, so you 

may have answered my question already when you were on about costs. 
What assessments have been made of the cost and resource implications 

of introducing photographic ID requirements? I think I heard you refer to 
that before. 

Peter Lee: I apologise for not speaking clearly enough. I will try to avoid 

mumbling, as I am wont to do, I am afraid. As Natalie said, the exact 
costings will depend very significantly on exactly what scheme we pursue 

and what package we wrap around it to ensure its success, particularly for 
training and communications. When we get on to canvass reform, towards 
the end of the questions you have posed, we will bear in mind the lessons 

we had there about the importance of providing training to local authorities 

centrally, from the Government. 
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We need to work through the precise details of the policy and nail that 
down before we can assess the costs to introduce the scheme. When we 

come to introduce the Bill, we will have done a full business case on that 
and we will have a clearer assessment of what the costs will be. I suppose 

the crucial reassurance is that, under the new burdens policy, the cost of 
implementation will be met by central government, rather than by local 

authorities, because it will be a new burden on them.  

Q187 Lord Hayward: You referred just now to the proportion of the population 

that did not have some form of photo ID. What assessment has been made 
of the impact on the socioeconomic groups that are less likely to have that 
ID available to them? 

Natalie Bodek: As I mentioned before, the vast majority of voters were 
able to cast their votes with photo ID. With the photographic ID pilots, the 

proportion of people who needed to rely on the local ID was small—0.3%. 
We have engaged extensively with a range of groups to consider 
socioeconomic impacts and impacts on different demographics, in 

particular with the Equality and Human Rights Commission. We also, within 
Cabinet Office, chair an accessibility of elections working group that 

involves a range of organisations, such as the Royal National Institute of 
Blind People and the Royal Mencap Society. We will continue that extensive 

engagement to try to understand whether there are any impacts on 
particular groups. So far, the evidence has been that there is no consistent 

impact on any particular group.  

Lord Hayward: But you are awaiting more evidence from the likes of the 
EHRC, Mencap and homelessness groups, which will identify where the 

impact of this falls most.  

Natalie Bodek: Yes. We have the evidence from the pilots, which so far 
has not indicated a particular impact on any group, but we will continue to 
engage as we develop the policy. As we develop final policy proposals, we 

will continue to do the absolute most we can, with regard to the public 
sector equality duty, to test those impacts and have the best evidence 

possible.  

Lord Hayward: Is the proportion of the population that you identified as 

having some form of photo ID rising all the time, or has it been it roughly 

consistent over the last few years and is not likely to rise further? 

Peter Lee: That is a very good question. I do not think we have the answer 
right now, but we would be happy to write to the Committee once we have 

it.  

On the pilots themselves, of the total number of people voting, the 

proportion who were turned away from the polling station because they did 
not have the correct ID and did not return with it later was about 0.3%. 

We want to make sure everyone who is eligible to vote can do so, so we 

will take the lessons from that and build them into the policy.  

The evidence from places like Northern Ireland, which has been doing this 
for a very long time, is that, once people are used to it, that proportion is 
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likely to fall even further. A parallel we have often thought about is how 
people are now entirely used to turning up to collect a parcel from the post 

office with ID because it is required. You turn up without it only once and 
you will never do it again, because it is irritating and you will remember. 

The more people do it, the more likely it is that the proportion will drop 

even further.  

There was a question earlier about whether there were any surprises. The 
base of 0.3% feels like a place to start, if we are getting only that 

proportion of people turned away in the first set of pilots. 

Q188 Baroness Mallalieu: We had some very powerful evidence yesterday 

about the difficulty of getting youngsters, particularly BAME youngsters, to 
register and whether this particular proposal would put them off. In your 

report, you say there is an additional advantage. You mention homeless 
people, I think. It is a way of proving where they live. We were told that 
take-up would be more likely if people thought there was something in it 

for them. For those people, at the moment, just being able to vote is very 
often not enough. Is any thought being given to whether the card produced 

for this purpose will have some additional benefits that would enable you 
to sell, particularly to those groups?  

Natalie Bodek: We clocked that there was anecdotal evidence about 

potential benefit to other groups. We would like to explore it more. We 
need to make sure the locally available form of ID is proportionate. If the 

vast majority of the population have a form of photo ID, we want to make 
sure local authorities are under an obligation to provide the local ID only 
to those who really need it. Otherwise, the costs and administrative 

requirements will become more than is strictly proportionate for the policy. 
We need to balance out those things. We are working on that in the ongoing 

policy development of the local ID and engagement with stakeholders. 

Q189 Lord Dykes: Can you, at this stage, give more specific information about 

what progress the Government are making on the plans for the locally 
issued photographic ID? Added to that, what estimates do you have of the 

demand there would be for this card? How would it be specifically funded? 

Natalie Bodek: The evidence we have is from the pilots and it is the figure 
we quoted previously: only 0.3% of people who voted needed to use the 

local ID. We need to continue testing that with a range of local authorities. 
We have been talking to a lot of local authorities over the last few years, 

not only those that piloted but other authorities that have shown a lot of 
interest in this. We will continue working with those that are going to 
deliver the policy on the front line, to understand the impact on their teams 

and how to roll this out in the most workable way for them.  

Lord Dykes: Approximately how many local authorities so far have you 

been discussing that with? 

Natalie Bodek: In total, 15 piloted, but we have had wider conversations. 
I do not have the exact number to hand for you, but we can write to the 

Committee to provide that.  
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Q190 Lord Hayward: You cited two or three times the numbers of people who 
were turned away. Do you have any evidence about the number of people 

who did not bother to go to the polling station in the first place?  

Natalie Bodek: That would be extraordinarily hard for us to measure. I 

would have to double check the evaluation that we did internally and the 
Electoral Commission’s evaluation to see whether there was any 

assessment of that, because we surveyed the pilot areas after the fact. I 

am afraid I do not have a figure for you today. 

Peter Lee: It is worth highlighting from your session with electoral 
registration officers who had taken part in the pilots that their assessment 
was that turnout had not fallen and may even have gone up slightly. As it 

happens, I took part in one of the pilots, as it was my local authority. The 
amount of publicity about the local elections was beyond anything you 

would normally have seen. 

There are probably two things in that. First, it is encouraging that we did 

not see a drop-off in turnout. Secondly, as for any local election, comparing 
like with like is very difficult because of the circumstances. Are there other 

elections going on at the same time? Have you put a lot more effort into 
publicising than would normally be the case? The anecdotal evidence from 

those places did not suggest a drop-off in turnout.   

Natalie Bodek: That is a good point. The piloting authorities said that not 

only did they see no drop-off in turnout; there was anecdotal feedback that 
it may even have been better because of all the public awareness and local 

communications they did.  

Q191 Lord Campbell-Savours: Natalie, I think you said before that you did not 

have that information and you would find out if there was information on 
that. 

Natalie Bodek: That was specifically about whether any electors had 

been— 

The Chair: This is people who did not get to the polling station because 
they thought to themselves, “Oh, I don’t have all this information. I’ll not 

bother to go”. 

Peter Lee: It is two things, to clarify. We published the evaluation of the 
voter ID pilots last year. We do not think, but we need to check, that they 

in any way surveyed those who had not voted to find out whether it had 
been a discouraging factor. The one piece of anecdotal evidence which the 

Committee itself gathered, which we have heard ourselves from the 
electoral services managers in the places that ran the pilots, was that those 
areas did not see a drop-off in turnout. Indeed, in some cases it may even 

have gone up slightly. We will check whether there was anything in the 
evaluation report about people who did not vote. In our recollection, there 

was not. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I thought I read in one of the documents that 

there was evidence that ethnic minority people were not voting because 



HM Government - Peter Lee, Director, Constitution Group, Cabinet Office; and 

Natalie Bodek, Acting Deputy Director, Elections Division, Cabinet Office – Oral 
evidence (QQ 180-207) 

 

they did not want to have to go through producing this additional ID. Am I 

wrong? It was one of these documents we were sent. 

Natalie Bodek: There was something in the Electoral Commission report 

in relation to one local authority, in one of the pilots. I think that was to do 
with Asian voters. I would have to get the specific statistic, but it may have 
been about not returning, having been turned away. I think the EC said 

that was a weak correlation and it did not provide clear evidence that there 

was a particular impact on that group.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Was it because the sample size was small? It 

did not mean it was not an issue. 

Peter Lee: From my recollection, the statistical issue with it was a weak 

correlation, so we could not stand behind it and say there was a particular 
issue. With all this, it has just underlined the need to work with local 
authorities and stakeholder groups on the policy, and the communications 

we put around the policy, to ensure that we are not disadvantaging 

particular groups.  

On the methodological point, I would be very happy to provide more to the 

Committee if it would be helpful.  

Natalie Bodek: We know that that weak correlation was not borne out in 

the other pilot sites.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Was it because they did not have large minority 

ethnic populations? 

Natalie Bodek: I do not know that it was about the size of the particular 

electorate.  

Peter Lee: Derby, for example, has a large Asian population. I am from 

Derby. That was a pilot area and I do not believe that correlation emerged 
in Derby. There were two points. In and of itself, it was not conclusive 

evidence and it did not bear out in other pilots. If there was a generic issue, 
you would have expected it to do so. We can provide more clarity on the 

EC’s methodology if the Committee would find it helpful.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, quite urgently, please.  

Natalie Bodek: To clarify the point, this was about a weak correlation 
between people from an Asian background and the number initially arriving 

at the polling station with no ID or the wrong ID. That correlation was not 

found in other pilot sites.  

Q192 Baroness Eaton: We have to be rather careful about grouping a whole 
section of people together with one title, because there will be variations 

within that group. Calling them all Asians does not necessarily identify 
where the problem might exist, if at all.  

Peter Lee: That certainly was not my intention. 

Baroness Eaton: No, I am not suggesting it was. 
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Peter Lee: It underlines that the people who have the best understanding 
of communities and their requirements will be the local authorities. They 

will understand how best to communicate with their communities, and that 
is where we can play our respective roles, as central government and local 

government, in making this really effective across the entirety of society. 

That is our ambition.  

Q193 The Chair: We move on from voter identity to postal and proxy voting. 
How confident are you that the Government’s proposed changes to postal 

and proxy voting will adequately address the concerns about fraud in these 
two areas?  

Natalie Bodek: The Government have proposed a number of measures 

on postal voting and proxy voting. Starting with proxy voting, it is to 
tighten the rules so that you can act as a proxy for only two other people, 

regardless of your family relationship or relationship to the person you are 
acting as proxy for. At the moment, the law needs to be improved, because 
it is about proxies per electoral area. We are confident that this will make 

the use of proxies tighter. When you turn up to vote as a proxy for someone 
else, you will need to fill in a declaration form. There are already processes 

for that. We are just making the law tighter on who can act as a proxy and 

for whom.  

On postal voting, we are doing a number of things. We are extending the 
secrecy of the ballot to both postal voting and proxy voting. We will 

introduce a criminal offence for breaking that secrecy of the ballot. We will 
prohibit the handling of postal votes by candidates and campaigners. We 
will create a rule such that you are able to hand in only two postal votes in 

addition to your own postal vote. That is specifically targeted at preventing 

postal vote harvesting.  

We are also changing the rules on when you have to reapply for your postal 
vote. At the moment, you have to refresh your personal identifier for the 

postal vote every five years, but that does not constitute reapplying for 
your postal vote. We are changing the law so that you have to reapply for 

your postal vote every three years. That means that application will receive 
more scrutiny by the electoral registration officer, who will have a firmer 

legal basis for applying that level of scrutiny.  

Q194 Lord Campbell-Savours: We are being broadcast, so I want to take you 

through the process. You set out criminal sanctions, campaigners not being 
able to push large numbers, harvesting and the renewal arrangements. 
Remember, 25% of the electorate can now vote using the postal vote 

system, and some of us are unnerved by this number. The postal votes 
arrive and you can fill in only one in the household other than your own. Is 

it one or two?  

Natalie Bodek: You can fill in only your own postal vote, but you can hand 
in up to two other postal votes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: What is to stop you filling in the other postal 

vote on behalf of a partner and voting for them without their knowledge? 
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Peter Lee: In the way the system works at the moment, you provide your 

signature when you apply for your postal vote.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I understand that. 

Peter Lee: When your vote turns up, it is accompanied by the signature 
as well, so it is effectively a two-stage process. I have watched this happen 

in a local authority. They sit there and check the signatures against each 

other. If one is incorrect, they reject the postal vote.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I understand about the signatures. I am asking 
what happens in the home when they are filling in the forms. Apart from 

the criminal sanction, what stops one person filling in a vote for another? 

Natalie Bodek: It is possible that someone would attempt to commit that 

kind of fraud in the home. As Peter is saying, that vote would not count. 

That vote would fail the verification of postal votes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: How does it fail? It is filled in and submitted to 

the local authority.  

Baroness Eaton: You sign it and somebody else puts a cross in it. 

Peter Lee: It is a very good point. There is a two-part process, as we have 
discussed. There is a bit that you have to sign and then there is the actual 

ballot paper. If my wife signed her name on one part of it, there is no doubt 

I could put a cross on the other part of it.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could you fill in her form?  

Peter Lee: In the end, although that would be against the law, there is 
not a lot we can do about it. Also, my wife knows that I am doing it, because 
she has signed it. I could not fill out someone’s postal vote without their 

knowledge, without getting their signature.   

Lord Campbell-Savours: Let us be very clear. You are saying that a 
partner could fill in the postal vote for a person, not necessarily with their 
knowledge, because they had signed it in advance, in the household. Some 

25% of the electorate are in a position whereby they are handling votes 

where this could happen.  

Peter Lee: For me, this feels like a reasonably secure system. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am either wrong or right. Am I right or am I 

wrong? 

Peter Lee: No, it is not quite right. Ultimately, when you get the postal 
vote pack through, we expect that in the vast majority of cases people will 

fill out both bits at once. They sign the declaration that they are who they 
say they are, and then they tick the box, put it all back in the envelope and 

stick it in the post.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: No, not necessarily. They may say to their 

partner, “Can you just sign here? Don’t worry, darling. I’ll fill in the form. 
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I’ll do it for you”. 

Peter Lee: If I can forge my partner’s signature, yes. In case she is 
watching, I cannot forge my partner’s signature, but if I could, yes, it would 

be possible for me to do that. That would be breaking the law.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: You accept it could happen. 

Peter Lee: It could, but it is very difficult.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: You also accept that 25% of the electorate are 

now using postal votes. 

Peter Lee: Yes, I accept that point. There is always a balance to strike 
here. Postal voting is used by a lot of people who, for whatever reason, 

cannot access their local polling station, perhaps because they are away. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: We are aware of that. We understand the need 

for it.  

Peter Lee: There is always a balance between ensuring that we have a 
secure system and ensuring that we have an accessible system. That is the 
eternal balance of elections policy. We think that this system, as amended, 

will provide a good balance between those two things. You do not want to 
make the system so hard that people cannot postal vote, because it is an 

important service that we offer to people. Equally, it has to be reasonably 
secure. I saw it in action at a local authority; the system they used was 

effectively a computer comparing the two signatures and checking they are 

the same.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have no problem with the signatures. That is 

not my case. 

The Chair: Lord Campbell-Savours is making it very clear that there are 
two acts. One is signing and the other is placing a cross. These are two 

distinct acts. One person can do one and another person can do the other. 
Whoever parcels them up together and puts them back in the post, two 

people can be involved in that exercise. That is the point he is making.  

Peter Lee: That could undeniably happen. It would be against the law for 

someone to fill out someone else’s ballot paper, but obviously if it is 
happening within the home, the ability to detect it is limited. My point is 
about the balance. To do that for someone, completely without their 

knowledge, is quite hard, so long as those who are completing a postal 

vote ensure that they do not sign one bit and leave the other bit blank.  

Q195 Baroness Eaton: This is a question I should have asked about the voter 
ID. It ties in slightly with this. One issue, although not generally discussed, 

appears to be that sometimes where there is no photo ID, there are people 
who do not go to polling stations but have a poll card. It is not unknown 

for poll cards to be collected by others. Then a person who is not the 
legitimate owner of that poll card will go to the polling station and vote for 
somebody else. The ID will obviously prevent that.  
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Peter Lee: Yes. You very succinctly identified one of the issues we have 
with the idea, which I think was put forward by Watford Borough Council, 

of using a poll card-only system. If your house has a single post box, that 
is much less likely, but in houses of multiple occupation, where post comes 

to one place and may land on a single doormat, it is possible to harvest a 
bunch of poll cards. If someone turns up at a polling station with no ID 

check, it is impossible for a poll clerk to know that they are not who they 
say they are. That is one reason why Ministers are very clear that a poll 

card-only system does not provide the necessary security.  

Q196 Lord Campbell-Savours: Are you concerned, recognising that 25% of the 
electorate can vote by post, that there may well be problems with who is 

actually filling in the cross on the ballot paper in many households? Are 
you not concerned about that? It is one-quarter of the electorate. I have 

stood seven general elections, and I can tell you that if this had been going 
on when I was a Member of Parliament, I would have been very worried 
indeed.  

Natalie Bodek: This has not been reported to us as a specific concern by 
either administrators or political parties to date. As Peter has mentioned, 

because of the requirement to provide a signature, it would seem more 
difficult for that to happen without someone’s knowledge. As I have said, 

we are extending the secrecy of the ballot to postal voting. There is an 
existing offence of undue influence of a voter that we also want to clarify 
in law. Ultimately, we cannot control what happens in the home. It seems 

fairly unlikely to me that someone would sign their ballot but not mark a 
cross, and then another family member, fraudulently, without their 

knowledge, marked the vote and handed it in. We have seen no  evidence 

of that reported to us.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: You talk about it being a criminal offence. You 
are relying on these sanctions. How many prosecutions have there been 

for exactly what I am talking about: people filling in a ballot paper on behalf 

of somebody else? I bet there have been none. 

Peter Lee: There were prosecutions in Tower Hamlets for postal vote 

fraud. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That is a completely different issue. 

Peter Lee: I was going to make the same point. It was not precisely that.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: There have been none.  

Peter Lee: As far as I am aware, but we will check and provide that to the 

Committee. I am not aware of that offence. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In other words, 25% of the electorate can do 

this and there is no evidence of any prosecution whatsoever. 

Natalie Bodek: I have some information for you about convictions and 

prosecutions to do with electoral fraud, but I am afraid it is not specific to 

postal vote.  
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Lord Campbell-Savours: What I am talking about is clearly an issue. 

Natalie Bodek: It is perhaps an underreported crime or one that is harder 
to convict for. We are not aware of large numbers of convictions specifically 

for postal vote fraud. There was the high-profile case in Tower Hamlets, 
but, as you have mentioned, the issues with that were slightly different. In 
2017, there was a conviction for electoral fraud, and eight suspects 

accepted police cautions. In 2018, 266 cases of electoral fraud were 

investigated by the police.  

Peter Lee: Are we concerned? I am concerned about any case of electoral 
fraud. Maybe in some quarters this is dismissed too lightly. People voting 

illegitimately and taking away someone’s vote is a very bad thing. That is 
why we are looking at an electoral integrity Bill that closes down some of 

these risks.  

I suppose the question, in those very particular circumstances, is about the 

alternative.  As Natalie said, we have no evidence from any of those 
involved in the electoral system that there is a particular issue, but you are 

right to point out that it is very hard to detect. If people are allowed to fill 
out postal vote applications within their own home, unsupervised by a 
polling clerk or any other official, and we do not require the witnessing, as 

we do with passports, of postal votes, which would seem disproportionate, 
it is very hard to see what we would do to tackle the particular problem. If 

it became obvious that this issue existed, of course we would need to look 

at it seriously. 

Q197 The Chair: Yesterday, we had a very good session with the national Chief 
Electoral Officer from Canada. Did you by any chance see our exchange 

with him? 

Peter Lee: I am afraid I did not at the time and I was not able to access 

the transcripts on the website. 

The Chair: I commend it. It may well be something you can see, or you 

could see Hansard. There are two elements I want to raise with you. First, 
he was responsible for a national electoral register that was locally-based, 
which meant that an elector could check before an election whether they 

were on it. We have had so much evidence about the time and effort it has 
taken people to say that they want to be on the register, and 90% of them 

are on the register. There is no way they can check themselves and it 
causes all sorts of extra effort for returning officers and electoral officers. 
We commend this idea of a national register, or at least a register, even if 

it is totally local, that people can get into and check whether they are on it 

without a lot of bother. 

The second thing we learned from Canada was that postal voting was not 
a big thing. Why was it not a big thing? There was polling day, but there 

were four more polling days within the fortnight before the final polling day 
and all sorts of people voted on these early days. Bearing in mind that 

opportunity, the requirement for a postal vote is less. Even more than that, 
if you were in Halifax, Nova Scotia, but were summoned to Vancouver, you 
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could go to an electoral office a fortnight before an election and say, “I’m 
here on business. I won’t be able to get back to Halifax. Can I vote?” They 

provide you a ballot paper and you can vote there. These are all 
opportunities where, quite frankly, you do not need a postal vote. There 

are some postal votes, but many people do not need them. 

Have you looked at the possibilities of reducing this demand? It seems that 

postal votes are a bit like confetti at the moment. There is a sense in which 
this issue of fraud is of concern, and this is why you have so much coming 
before you. Have you looked at alternatives to there being this huge postal 

vote?  

Peter Lee: I am aware that you are the one asking the questions, but in 

Canada did the vote of the person who was away on business count in their 

home location? 

The Chair: Yes. 

Peter Lee: To address the particular points about the Canadian approach, 

when we gave evidence last year I set out where we were on a look-up 
tool. The Government’s position at the moment is that we do not yet have 

in our existing system the right technical solution to deliver, in a cost-
effective way, a look-up tool whereby you can go online and say, “Am I 

registered to vote?”  

Local authorities regularly raise the issue of duplicate applications, 

particularly in the run-up to big events such as the general election last 
year, when 3.1 million people registered to vote. We are aware that a 
significant portion of those will be duplicates, but we have yet to discover 

a tool that delivers what people want, that would change their behaviour 
and stop them from then registering to vote, and that costs less than the 

administration of managing duplicates. It is not something we have a 
closed mind to. As technology is changing all the time, a technological 

solution may come along. 

One of the crucial things you need for a look-up tool is a national register. 

We do not have one. Ministers do not have a plan to introduce one and are 
very clear that from a policy point of view they would rather stick with the 
existing system. Our “register to vote” website is a gateway to all the local 

registers held by local authorities. In Wales, for example, they are looking 
to switch to a national register. We will look to their experience with 

interest, but we do not have any plans to implement that. That makes an 

effective look-up tool harder to implement.  

The ability to vote elsewhere at short notice by going to a polling station, 
and having a number of days on which to vote, to a certain extent is a 

reflection of our history. I believe it was before the First World War that 
general elections took place over a couple of weeks, rather than on a single 
day. The political culture that has evolved in this country is that elections 

take place on a single day and the results are available after a very short 
time. Postal voting now means that voting takes place in the run-up to 

polling day in a way that it did not previously, but having a number of 

polling days is not the way we are set up currently. 
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One issue I would have to consider, off the top of my head, would be cost. 
Polling day is the most expensive part of running an election. Polling day 

for a general election costs £140 million or so, and can be more in particular 
circumstances. Central government pays this cost. Running an election 

over four days where you have to set up polling stations that are staffed, 
with all the costs that implies, would significantly increase that. Having it 

on a single day is cheaper.  

The potential starting premise of the question is that postal voting per se, 

or the extent of it, is not a good thing. I do not think that is where the 
Government are at. The Government think that postal voting offers people 
a choice and allows them to reflect their personal circumstances. It needs 

to be secure, which is why we are looking to make changes through the 
electoral integrity Bill to make it more secure. As a premise in itself, as 

long as it is proportionately secure to the risk, the Government think it is 

a good thing.  

Q198 Lord Hayward: I have two points to pick up on. The Irish do checks, and 
were doing it for the general election just before Christmas. Therefore, it 

is clearly not a system that is impossible to operate. Lord Campbell-
Savours pursued the question, quite reasonably, of a national register, but 
you do not have to operate it nationally. The vast majority of people would 

look at the local electoral roll in their own local authority. All you would 
need is a secure non-changeable capacity to look at the electoral roll for 

Peterlee in Derby, or wherever it may be. 

In those circumstances, you are getting much closer to the relative cost 
imposed on local authorities—from the figures given to us over the past 

few weeks, between 50% and two-thirds of all applications were 
erroneous—at a time that those people are facing incredible burdens. It 

does not have to be local and it is a system that is used in a number of 
other countries.  

Natalie Bodek: We have heard the message that this was the big story at 
the general election. The single biggest issue which administrators are 
flagging to us at the moment is the pressures on them in the run-up to a 

major national poll as a result of registration volumes and a high proportion 

of them potentially being about minor changes or duplicates. 

We are engaging with these issues, talking to administrators, the 
Association of Electoral Administrators and the Electoral Commission, and 

trying to understand those issues and what we can do. As Peter said, when 
we looked at the issues back in 2017, the costs of developing a digital 
solution seemed to be prohibitive and gave rise to other issues. It may be 

possible if other technological solutions become available in the future. We 

are alive to this as a major issue and are looking at it.  

Lord Hayward: Can I intervene and challenge one phrase you used there? 

That is “in the future”. It is already available.  
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Peter Lee: I suspect that Ireland has a single national register as well. We 
will check that3. A single national register makes it easier. You need a real-

time register that is up to date. It is no good it being a couple of weeks out 
of date. During the run-up to an election campaign, it is crucial that people 

can check against up-to-date information. That is what, when we have 

looked at it with the existing technology, is disproportionate to the risk. 

What Natalie is saying is really important. We are not saying that we should 
not do anything about this. We fully recognise that this is an issue for local 

authorities. We want to understand what drives event-led registration to 
the volumes that it does and what we can do to change that behaviour. 
Another way of tackling this is to ensure that people are not just registering 

on the off chance. We are almost victims of our success. It is so easy to 
register through our electoral registration portal. It takes a few minutes. It 

is one of the great benefits. It is why we have over a 90% satisfaction 
rating for it; because it is a fantastic service to use. It is really easy. If you 
cannot remember or you think you probably did but you are not sure, you 

might just put through a duplicate registration. 

We need to think about whether we can do more to encourage people not 
to register if they already are and to change their behaviour. Also, are there 
things we can do to reduce the administrative burden on local authorities 

when receiving those duplicate applications? That is the kind of work we 
want to take forward post the election, before the next general election, 

which is likely to be the next big event-driven registration.  

Q199 The Chair: Bearing in mind the evidence we had yesterday, it must be 

possible to see our Commonwealth friends in Canada and ask them how 
the system works, whereby somebody in Canada can check whether they 

are on the register. Surely that can be done, can it not? 

Natalie Bodek: Our Minister spoke to the Canadian Chief Electoral Officer 
before the voter ID pilots, so that engagement has happened and the 

channel is open. There are different circumstances with different electoral 
systems. In Northern Ireland, for example, there is only one electoral 

registration officer, so it is a more straightforward process for them to have 

one register.  

Peter Lee: There are two things I can absolutely commit to do. I will watch 
the evidence that the Canadian Chief Electoral Officer gave and, further to 

that, I will talk to the Canadian Government about what they do to 

understand it properly.  

The Chair: Natalie said that the channel is open; swim it.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: There was an additional document that we are 

 
3 The Cabinet Office has subsequently clarified that Peter Lee was referring to Northern Ireland 

where there is only one electoral registration officer. 
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being sent. Could that be arranged? 

The Chair: Yes. 

Peter Lee: If the Canadian Government are watching, I would be very 
happy to make a fact-finding tour to Canada. I am more than happy to do 

that.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could you then perhaps respond to us and give 

your comments on what you read or hear? 

Peter Lee: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. In your opening comments, you 
went on about the cost of the advance voting arrangements. If there is a 

major question, as I believe there is, over the integrity of a voting system 
where 25% of the people can vote by post, does cost not then recede as 

an argument because the very integrity of the system is under question? 

Peter Lee: It will not surprise you to know that I do not accept the premise 

of the question. It starts from the premise that postal voting in itself is 
insecure. As I think I have explained, the current system, as improved by 

the changes we are bringing forward, is the right balance of security and 
accessibility. It has a cost implication, but the Government and local 
government are prepared to meet the cost of running the postal vote 

system because it provides choice and accessibility to people who 
otherwise cannot turn up to a polling station and cannot proxy vote. If 

people do not have a proxy and cannot turn up to the polling station, we 

should not be disenfranchising them by not allowing them a postal vote.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am not saying we should not allow postal 
votes. I am saying there are too many allocated and it is too open to abuse. 

That is why some of us are looking at this Canadian option; because we 

think it is less open to abuse.  

The Chair: We will move on. 

Q200 Lord Hayward: Can I clarify what safeguards will be put in place to ensure 

that the limit of handling a maximum of two postal votes per person, other 
than your own, is adhered to?  

Natalie Bodek: I said previously that campaigners and candidates will not 
be able to hand in postal votes. We will introduce a criminal offence in 
relation to contravention of that. A person seeking to hand in their own 

postal vote with postal votes on behalf of other people will be required to 
complete a form that includes their name and address and the name of the 

postal voters whose ballot papers they are handing in, as well as indicating 
that they are handing in their own ballot papers. They will be required to 
sign and date it, and file a declaration that they are permitted to hand in 

those postal votes. The completed forms and returned votes will be kept 
by the relevant electoral officers for a year after the poll and may be 

inspected in the event of a police investigation into any alleged electoral 

fraud or petition challenging the outcome.  
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Q201 Baroness Mallalieu: Can I ask you about assisting disabled people, 
particularly people with sight loss, at the polling station. What kind of 

equipment and support is being considered? 

Natalie Bodek: We have been considering this for quite some time. I 

mentioned that we have an accessibility of elections working group, where 
we engage with a range of charities and civil society organisations. The 

current law requires the returning officer to provide something called the 
tactile voting device in the polling station to assist blind or partially sighted 
voters. We are looking at broadening the requirements so that the 

returning officer has to provide such equipment as is reasonable to support 
various disabilities at the polling station. We would not look to statutorily 

prescribe every single element they have to provide, because we need 
something that is more future proofed and flexible, so that would be dealt 

with through guidance, working with the Electoral Commission. 

To give you a flavour of the assistance that is already provided and that 
we are looking at, it includes pencil grips and writing support for people 

with arthritis, additional seating for disabled people or people in need of it, 
and pictorial guidance outlining additional support for disabled people. 

Working with RNIB, we are actively testing audio devices, to be used in 
conjunction with the tactile voting device, to enable a blind or partially 

sighted person to fill out their ballot without assistance, because they can 

hear the names of the candidates from an audio device.  

Baroness Mallalieu: The tactile voting device, as I understand it, has 
been criticised as inadequate. You have just mentioned a possible 
alternative. Are any others being looked at with a view to replacing the 

tactile voting device? 

Natalie Bodek: The tactile voting device works in the sense that it enables 
somebody to mark the ballot paper. It does not enable them to do it 
without assistance, because they need someone there to read out the 

names of the candidates. Before the general election, we worked with the 
Electoral Commission to issue communications encouraging returning 

officers to allow people to use their mobile phones in the polling station 
and use apps that could support them. There are apps that can read the 
page and read out the candidate names. We had positive feedback from 

RNIB about that intervention at the general election.  

It is one option we are looking at. As I mentioned, we are actively testing 
audio devices that are tactile. That testing has gone well. We have had 
positive feedback from that. While it was ruled that the tactile voting device 

did not allow people to vote without assistance, it was left in place in the 

law.  

Q202 Baroness Suttie: Can you to say a little more about the companion rule 
for a disabled voter? Who would be allowed to act in such a role, and how 

would this be verified? 

Natalie Bodek: At the moment, a companion needs to be over the age of 

18, but they also need to be eligible to vote. We are looking at making a 
change that recognises that a broader range of people may be appropriate 
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to support someone as a companion in a polling station. For example, it 
could be a carer but someone who is not themselves eligible to vote. We 

are looking to make a change such that the person has to be over 18. 

Baroness Suttie: So if somebody was from a country that did not allow 
them to vote in elections but were none the less a carer, they would be 

allowed to accompany the disabled person. 

Natalie Bodek: Exactly, yes. 

Q203 Lord Dykes: Can I come to the famous and controversial subject of the 
15-year limit on voting rights for overseas electors? The Committee has 

already heard suggestions that this could prove quite difficult to manage 
in administrative terms, particularly when managing very large numbers 

of overseas postal votes during an election period. We have discussed 
domestic postal votes so far. What consideration has been given to the 
administrative challenges this policy will present to electoral registration 

officers? 

Peter Lee: You have very succinctly summarised the issues we are 

addressing. The Government are very clear that they want to remove the 
15-year limit and allow former British residents who are resident abroad, 
however long they have been abroad, to vote. This is on the basis that 

those citizens tend to retain ties to the United Kingdom. A lot have family 

here. They may well be drawing a pension from their career in the UK. 

Ministers are very keen to remove the arbitrary 15-year limit. There is no 
doubt that this creates an administrative challenge for local authorities, as 

they have rightly identified. There are administrative challenges already 
with the existing 15-year system. Particularly for a short-notice general 

election such as we had in 2019, to register overseas voters, get the postal 
vote to them and get it back within the period of a general election is 
difficult. If you are in a relatively adjacent EU country, it is less so, but 

members may be familiar with the time it takes to get post to and from 

Australia.  

Lord Dykes: Do you have an approximate number of the failures of those? 

Peter Lee: We will see what numbers we have. We do not necessarily 
collect that data, but we know that votes have come in after polling day. 
It is something we need to address, while ensuring that the system we 

have is secure and robust. We do not have an answer yet as to exactly how 
we do that. We are very clear that, to successfully implement the votes for 

life policy, as it is known, we need to work with local authorities and the 
Electoral Commission on a system that enables people who wish to vote 

from overseas to vote successfully, and local authorities to administer that. 

For those who have been overseas for much longer, we need to address 

where they are going to vote. What is their constituency? If someone has 
moved overseas recently and been overseas for a couple of years, it is 
fairly obvious what their constituency is because it is where they were living 

previously. If someone moved overseas 30 years ago, we need to make 
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sure that we can identify their local connection to a particular constituency 

so that they vote in the right place. 

I do not have answers to either of those questions right now. As we 

discussed at the beginning, we are developing policy across the range of 
things the Government have made clear they want to do. This is an area 
where we still think there are two problems we need to wrestle with. We 

do not think they are insoluble, but we need to work with local authorities 

on how to solve them effectively.  

Q204 The Chair: If there are people who left these shores 35 years ago, does 
anyone have any electoral registers to check where they were the last time 

they were here? 

Natalie Bodek: It is unlikely that local electoral registration officers will 

have held on to those registers. They hold on to registers for 15 years 
because of the 15-year rule. I believe that registers are collected by the 
British Library, but there are practical implications to sending EROs to 

check records at the British Library. We need to look at these issues and 

work out how we come up with a workable solution.  

Peter Lee: There may be other ways of people demonstrating where they 
were resident before they moved overseas. We are talking about policy 

that we are still developing. We are looking at other ways in which someone 
could demonstrate where they were resident before they moved overseas, 

other documentation they might hold that they could provide to the 
electoral registration officer to demonstrate that. Of course, we need to 
make sure that system works in a way that can be administered effectively 

and in a timely way during a general election campaign. There is a 
challenge there to wrestle with, to enable people to demonstrate where 

they should be voting, and to ensure they can get their ballot and get it 

back in time to be counted.  

The Chair: Bearing in mind that the whole business of having MPs is about 
representation, and these people are in a distant part and have been there 

a very long time, if they are to have representation, is there not a case for 
them being represented by a constituency called overseas, or several 

constituencies called overseas?  

Natalie Bodek: Ministers need to decide exactly how they want to bring 

this policy forward and implement it. I think it would be premature for us 
to comment on exactly how the policy is going to look and how we intend 
to implement it at the moment. We need to look at a range of options and 

understand where Ministers’ appetite is.   

The Chair: There are a lot of people. 

Peter Lee: Yes, indeed. What Natalie is getting at, in slightly blunter 

terms, is that we do not have cover from Ministers to get into a discussion 
about whether we should create new constituencies called overseas, in the 
way that there were university constituencies several decades ago. There 

are ideas in this space for how you might do it. Other countries do it. I 
believe France has overseas constituencies, but Ministers have not said 
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they want to do that. We will consider all ideas and see what works most 

effectively.  

Natalie Bodek: There is a practical point here, in that it would be quite a 

major constitutional change. There would be an interaction with UK 

parliamentary constituency boundaries as well. 

The Chair: There certainly would. 

Q205 Baroness Pidding: Can I ask you about the annual canvass reform? What 
progress is being made and how does that reform build on the provisions 
of the 2013 Act? 

Peter Lee: The reform of the annual canvass is well into its implementation 
phase. This year’s canvass, so the canvass beginning in July 2020, will run 

under the new process. We have put in place the necessary legislation to 
do so. We are on track to put in place the necessary digital solution to 
deliver it. We are in the process of building a data-matching system, the 

main part of which allows local authorities to check which of their registered 
electors have not changed their details, so are living in the same place. 

Therefore, we can take a light-touch approach, much lighter than at the 
moment, to running the annual canvass and allow much closer targeting 

of voters whose details might have changed. 

We are running training for local authorities. We have run 11 regional 

workshops, which I think the vast majority of local authorities have now 
attended and we got really positive feedback on. The Electoral Commission 
will publish guidance and new forms shortly. The headline is that we are 

well on track to deliver as anticipated in July, for this canvass, to deliver, I 
hope, significant administrative and financial savings to local authorities 

and to central government, and to run a canvass that is proportionate to 

what it is trying to achieve.  

Q206 Lord Hayward: Can I refer back to the question of 2022 and the local 
authorities’ request for a dry run, which is not a general election? When 

answering the question, you did not acknowledge that the EROs had asked 
for this, but several times during your evidence you have referred to the 
evidence the EROs have given previously. Given that you must be aware 

of it, can I ask for a written submission, assuming the legislation comes in 
after 2022, on how the local authorities are expected to cope when they 

will not have had a dry run? 

Peter Lee: It is a very fair point to make. I freely admit that I have not 
had the opportunity to look at all aspects of the evidence EROs have 

provided to the Committee. I have seen some of it, but not all, which might 

explain why I referred to some aspects of their evidence but not others. 

Lord Hayward: In those ones to which you have referred, there was 

reference to 2022.  

Peter Lee: Yes, I did not watch the whole of the ones I did watch. The 
idea of a 2022 dry run has not been raised with us via the Electoral 

Commission or by the representative groups of returning officers in the 
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discussions. These are regular discussions we have with them on all 
aspects of voter ID. The point remains that I can see the argument for 

conducting voter ID pilots in a set of local elections. I have previously been 
told by a returning officer to be aware that returning officers do not regard 

local elections with any less seriousness than general elections. We have 

to bear that in mind.  

My end point is the one I want to emphasise most: whenever we do this 
for the first time, we have to do it really well and it has to be successful. 

Of course, if we deliver it in time for a set of local elections and there are 
things we can do better for the next set of elections, whatever they may 
be, we will make sure we learn those lessons and modify our approach. We 

cannot afford to introduce it unsuccessfully, because elections have to be 

successful every time we run them.  

Q207 The Chair: I happened to spot this morning that a Bill was introduced in 
the Isle of Man Parliament, the Tynwald, yesterday on the registration of 

elections. They seem to want to bring in a system similar to what we have 
in individual registration. They are rather suggesting that, if people do not 

register, there will be a fine of up to £1,000. This seems an interesting 
figure, compared to the £50 here, which is not collected because it is not 
thought worth while pursuing. Is this £1,000 something they have picked 

up from here and that is lurking around the Cabinet Office? 

Peter Lee: Although I am very happy to also talk to the Isle of Man 

Government, and indeed visit the Isle of Man if they wish to invite me, I 
have never had a conversation with the Isle of Man Government about their 

plans and would not see it as my place to comment upon them.  

Natalie Bodek: I am not sure where that £1,000 figure has come from. It 

has certainly not come from us.  

The Chair: It might be their own idea, of course. I just wondered if it was 

something that was lurking around the Cabinet Office. That is all.  

Peter Lee: Ministers have never expressed any wish to increase the level 

of fines for not registering to vote. 

Natalie Bodek: No. I believe there are two fines. There is a fine for not 
completing the household inquiry form under the current system, and a 
fine for ignoring the individual application to register form. The fine for the 

household inquiry form is higher because of the potential risk of 
disenfranchising others in the house if the ERO does not know about them. 

Those figures are £80 and £50. I am not sure where the policy proposal 

for that £1,000 fine has come from.   

The Chair: I think we have cleared what we have to do. Thank you very 

much indeed for coming along and spending your time with us. 
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Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chairman); Lord Campbell-

Savours; Lord Dykes; Lord Hayward; Lord Lexden; Baroness Mallalieu; Baroness 

Pidding; Baroness Suttie; Lord Wills. 

 

Examination of witnesses 

Peter Lee, Director, Constitution Group, Cabinet Office and Simon James, Deputy 

Director, Elections Division, Cabinet Office. 

Q1 The Chairman: Good afternoon. Welcome to this evidence session of the 

Select Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 
2013. You have in front of you a list of interests that have been declared 

by members of the Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live on the 
parliamentary website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and 
published on the Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make 

corrections to that transcript where necessary. This is our first public 
session, and a number of members may have relevant interests. They have 

to put them on record the first time they speak. 

We will make a start with Peter Lee and Simon James of the Cabinet Office. 
I have a note here that, under the Government’s own guidance, the Cabinet 

Office, as the Department responsible for this Act, should have produced a 
post-legislative scrutiny memorandum within five years of Royal Assent, in 

January 2018. We do not think we have seen this. Have you brought it with 
you? 

Peter Lee: We will produce the memorandum after the Committee has 

concluded its discussions. Our logic for this concerns the point at which we 
thought we would be able to understand the success or otherwise of the 

policies the Act underpinned, in particular the extent to which the 
introduction of individual electoral registration has done what we set out 

https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/9cf3847d-0d99-4077-9b8c-563c57661646
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to do, which was to maintain or even improve the completeness of the 

electoral register while improving its accuracy. 

We had one report on that in 2016 from the Electoral Commission, and the 

second one was just after the reforms, at which point the system had not 
really settled down. The next one is due in or around September this year, 
at which point we will have a better idea and more data about how well the 

Act has done what we set out to do with it. Our conclusion was that we 
would provide that post-legislative report at a time when we could 

demonstrate effectively whether the legislation had done what we set out 

to do. 

The Chairman: You think that will be in September. 

Peter Lee: The Electoral Commission produces a regular report on the 
accuracy and completeness of the electoral register, and the Committee, 
as I understand it, will conclude its deliberations towards the end of the 

year, with a report, I presume, at the start of next year. It would make 
sense for us to have both pieces of information before we provided our 

conclusions on the effectiveness of the legislation. At the moment, our plan 

is to aim for that kind of timescale. 

The Chairman: You are saying that this report will be at the back end of 

this year or early next year, are you? 

Peter Lee: That is our plan at the moment. 

The Chairman: What can you say at the moment about the Government’s 
assessment of the Act and its implementation? Are you able to take a view 
as to whether it has fulfilled its objectives, and what key lessons have been 

learned?  

Peter Lee: As for the introduction through the Act of individual electoral 
registration and what followed from that, and the changes that have been 
made to the administration of elections, we can say how successful we 

think they have been so far. The missing piece we are waiting for is more 

hard data about the impact they have had on the extent of registration. 

Through IER, we set out to close down a very significant fraud risk. 
Previously, when people registered to vote, we did not know that they were 

who they said they were. We are now much more certain because of the 
way the system works. It has brought us into line with other modern 

democracies. The idea of registering on a household basis, where the head 
of the household completes the form on behalf of other people in the 
household, seemed at the time and continues to seem anachronistic. In 

that case, we have modernised the system and closed down one of the 

most significant fraud risks in our system of electoral registration. 

The initial indication from the 2016 report by the Electoral Commission is 
that it has held completeness at a similar level to the pre-IER period but 

improved accuracy by about 4%, which is statistically significant, so we 
have a more accurate report than we had before. There were a lot of people 

on the register before who had moved, effectively ghost entries on the 
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register, and they have been removed. As I say, we will know more about 

that later in the year. 

It has also enabled the implementation of the Register to Vote website, 

which has been a modernising step change in the way people register to 
vote in this country. About 75% of people now register to vote online. That 
was enabled through the legislation. Previously, everything was paper-

based. The vast majority of citizens are now used to having an online option 
for completing these kinds of transactions, so that was a big and important 

reform.  

That is not to say that it does not present us with challenges. I suspect we 

will talk later on about the further modernisation to the canvass system 
which the Government are planning, and how we need to continue driving 

increased registration, particularly through hard-to-reach groups. There is 
still a lot to do, but the fundamental objectives on registration through the 

Act have been completed. 

The Act made a series of pragmatic reforms to the way in which we 

administer elections. Probably the most significant was the move from 17 
to 25 working days between dissolution and polling day. That has proven 
particularly important and necessary when we have had short-notice 

elections outside the five-year cycles set out in the Fixed-term Parliaments 
Act, the 2017 general election being a case in point. Instead of having 17 

working days to prepare for that, the electoral administrators had five 
weeks to conduct an election. When you consider how complex our 
elections are now and the number of people taking part, including people 

overseas, it was a very important reform. 

Simon James: To make sure that these points are not lost, although I am 
sure the Committee is fully aware, there were also a number of quite 
significant electoral administration reforms in the Act. This is not an 

exhaustive list, but these are the ones I would highlight. 

Peter has mentioned extending the electoral timetable. We made changes 
to the timing of polling place reviews in Great Britain to bring them into 
line with the parliamentary timetable in the Fixed-term Parliaments Act. 

We allowed voters queuing at polling stations by the close of poll to be 
issued with ballot papers. That was a direct response to issues seen at 

previous general elections. We allowed police community support officers 
to enter polling stations as police constables can do currently. We enabled 
regulations to be made to place electoral registration officers under a duty 

to give notifications about rejected postal votes. We provided that the 
Secretary of State may withhold or reduce a returning officer’s fee for 

reasons of poor performance. 

There are a number of quite discrete changes there, but each of them, in 

its own way, has contributed to a modernisation of our electoral 

administration. 

The Chairman: Thank you for that, but I am just a bit concerned about 
this business of the Government’s response. We have somebody lined up 
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to come next week, but do not forget that, starting in the autumn, we are 
meeting every week with two evidence sessions, an hour apiece. Then we 

have to prepare a report. We will start that after our final one in December. 

If we do not get this government response, it will be pretty late in the day. 

It seems to me that we really ought to have this earlier, because the people 
who come to give evidence could well say, “Yes, we have studied this Act 

and this is our preliminary view. Now we have studied what the 
Government have had to say about it, and we do not think they are right”, 

or whatever. Is it not possible to get this much earlier, so that at least the 
people giving evidence to us can have sight of it before they give the 

evidence? 

Peter Lee: Those are all extremely valid points. Perhaps I can take that 

away and work out what to do. Without trying to unpack that now, I think 
we would be keen to try to do that in the light of the Electoral Commission’s 
next report on completeness. I absolutely hear what you are saying. It is 

important that the Committee gets full evidence, a lot of which I hope to 
be able to provide you with today. We will then come back to the 

Committee clerks with what we can do.  

The Chairman: That is a helpful response. 

Q2 Baroness Mallalieu: What are your main priorities now, and what are you 

actually working on now in relation to still improving electoral registration 
and administration?  

Peter Lee: On registration, I will touch on three points and then hand over 

to Simon to talk about where we are on electoral administration. One point 
I have already touched on is canvass reform. We have ended up, post IER, 

with a costly, bureaucratic and somewhat outdated system of conducting 
the annual canvass. A major priority for Ministers is to complete the reform 
of that, which we will be doing between now and the canvass in July 2020, 

so over the next 12 months. 

Basically, that consists of two broad elements. First, we will use what we 
call a national data step, which we used for individual electoral registration. 
We take the registers from each local authority as they are and compare 

them to national data, in this case the DWP data, which is the most 
complete database that we have. That will show that a very high 

percentage of people, probably 70% to 80%, have not changed their 
address, changed their name, got married or done anything that would 

require them to change their entry.  

At that point, we will also enable electoral registration officers to take a 
more flexible and light-touch approach to those people. At the moment, 

they have a very heavily standardised approach. They have to send out 
the household form, they have to chase it so many times, and then there 

is a door knock. It is all paper-based. They will now be able to do that on 
a much more light-touch basis. They will be able to use relatively modern 

technology such as phone, email, text messages and so on. They will also 
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be able to take a more flexible approach to chasing up those who have 

apparently changed or where it is unclear. 

At the moment, we have this system whereby people will get one form that 

says, “You need to report whether anything has changed”. If it has 
changed, they have to go off somewhere separately and complete their 
registration to vote. You do not register to vote through the canvass 

system. It is a reform aimed at providing a much more proportionate and 

flexible set of tools for EROs.  

That has huge benefits for the EROs themselves and cuts out vast swathes 
of bureaucracy from the system. It benefits the citizen, who will no longer 

get endless letters through the post. We can approach citizens who have 
not noticed they have had something through the post through other 

mechanisms that they might be more likely to respond to. It also a quite 

significant saving to the taxpayer. 

We hope that, through this process, the current government contribution, 
which stands at about £15 million a year, will go to zero. We also hope that 

some local authorities will be able to make savings themselves simply by 
cutting out huge swathes of bureaucracy. That is the most significant thing 
we will be doing over the next 12 months, and we will be doing it in 

conjunction with the Scottish and Welsh Governments. Those are devolved 
areas, but we have agreed to deliver that reform with them so that the 

system is the same across the whole of GB. Northern Ireland has had a 

different system for some time. 

The second element is democratic engagement. As well as having a 
streamlined and efficient system of registering to vote, Ministers are very 

keen to encourage people to take part in the democratic process. I always 
hesitate to talk about the views of politicians, but it is generally accepted 
across the political spectrum that getting the maximum number of people 

to register to vote is a good thing for society. Some of this is about 
hard-to-reach groups. There is a particular issue with people who are 

homeless or who are frequent movers. They have just as much right to 
register to vote and take part in the democratic process as others, but find 
it more difficult to do so. This is also about getting hold of people at a 

young age and making it a habit to register to vote. 

Baroness Mallalieu: What are you doing about that? 

Peter Lee: On young people, attainers and universities, we have appointed 

1,000 young democracy ambassadors. People respond better to a message 
that comes from peers rather than from outside. Through recent 
legislation, we have put a set of requirements on universities to provide 

certain information but also to encourage registration among students, 

which is a group we are keen to get to. 

On people who are homeless and frequent movers, we are running a 
programme through an internal government body called Policy Lab, to work 

with all parts of the sector, including people who are either currently or 
previously homeless, on what practical changes we could make as 
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government, and what already existing best practice across the sector we 
can bring together, to remove barriers and to encourage people to take 

part in the democratic process.  

There is a huge amount of stuff, and I do not want to delay the Committee, 
but if you want more on that we can provide it. There is a load of really 

great stuff in there.  

Another example of what we have done, and I am incredibly proud of the 

team for this, is that we have enabled survivors of domestic abuse to 
register anonymously. Previously, those who were resident in a hostel or 
sheltered accommodation of some kind were particularly reluctant to 

register to vote if it meant that their name and address might be available 
to others. We have made it much easier for them to register to vote 

anonymously. Why should they be prevented from taking part as well? It 
is often not big-bang stuff; it is practical. Sometimes they are the smallest 
of changes; sometimes it is just about nudge, communications and best 

practice. 

Lastly, our Register to Vote website is a great asset. We want to make sure 
it is as robust as possible. It is a slightly funny website that has to cope 
with very low-level demand for 99% of the time and then a massive spike 

immediately before a major electoral event, which we saw, as everyone 
will recall, in 2016 during the referendum. We are looking to move to a 

cloud technology platform, which means that we have almost infinite 
capacity to surge, as is required before a big election. We had 600,000 

trying to register to vote in a single day. 

Baroness Mallalieu: Is that up and running?  

Peter Lee: We have already made a series of changes since 2016 to hugely 
increase the capacity. We now have capacity that would easily have got us 

through the 2016 surge, but we want to move it to the next stage and do 
it more cheaply and effectively through a common technology that is being 

used across the world now. That will be up and running by 2020. We are 

just in the process of letting the contract. 

Q3 Lord Wills: I should declare my interest as president of the Wiltshire 
Association of Local Councils and a member of Transparency International 
UK’s advisory council. I suppose I should also declare an interest in that I 

was the Minister responsible for the Act that first introduced the prospect 
of individual electoral registration.  

I have two brief questions on what you have just told us about the 
motivation. You say it decreased a significant fraud risk, and I assume you 
chose your words very carefully.  

Peter Lee: I did. 

Lord Wills: First, what evidence do you have that actual fraud has 
decreased? Secondly, you say that you have held completeness. I wonder 
whether you are disappointed by that, given the Government’s huge efforts 

in the run-up to the Act and subsequently, which you have just described. 
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They are all excellent and really commendable measures. Despite all that, 

completeness has held pretty steady.  

Peter Lee: I think you know the answer to the first question, but I will 

answer it anyway. As you well know, the actual evidence of fraud in people 
registering to vote is not high. It was previously difficult to tell when people 
were committing fraud. If someone was effectively, on behalf of their 

household, completing the form in a fraudulent way, it was very difficult to 
pick up. It is pretty obvious where the risk is; we just did not necessarily 

have huge amounts of data to demonstrate that it was going on. It was 
more a case at the time of closing down a risk channel than tackling a 
problem for which you could say, “We have 1,000 cases and we believe it 

will be zero after this”.  

We know for definite that one of the most important gateways into our 
democracy is now much more secure. We know that the people who are 
on the register have had to go through some kind of checking process 

against nationally held data, so we are much more confident at that end. 
We should bear in mind that the other end of the electoral process, the act 

of taking part in voting, which we might get to later on, has relatively few 
safeguards. It is really important for us to know, at least when the register 
is being produced, that there are not loads of people on it who should not 

be, by and large.  

When it comes to disappointment, at the time there was always bound to 
be a degree of churn. We are fairly confident that around 600,000 entries 
on the register were probably non-existent—in that people had moved on 

and were on the register several times in different places—simply because 
when we went through the whole process, that was the rump we ended up 

with. We had used the data match and gone through a very intensive 
process of working out who all the unmatched people were and where they 
were. At the extreme end, we tried to contact people up to nine times. 

Once you have done that, if you have 600,000 people left, they are 

probably not real. 

With that degree of churn, holding the completeness at about level by 2016 
was a reasonable achievement. I do not want to use pejorative words such 

as “disappointment”, which are possibly more for Ministers than civil 
servants, but there will be a degree of it by September when we find out 

where we have got to if we are not driving more people to register to vote. 
We know that in the 2017 election more people were registered to vote 
than ever before, but that is partly because the population had increased 

and partly because it was a hugely significant electoral event. We will have 

to see how it is. 

It definitely does not mean that we would in any way slacken our attempts 
to persuade as many people as possible to get registered, including those 

who struggle at the moment.  

Q4 Baroness Pidding: You talked about engaging with underregistered 
groups, but you did not mention what we are doing in BAME communities. 
You also mentioned young ambassadors. Can you tell us a little more about 
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how they are appointed and what they are doing? 

Peter Lee: On the appointment process, I might need to provide that 

subsequently, because I do not have to hand how we went through the 

process of appointing them. 

Having done a few events particularly around National Democracy Week 
last year, I have discovered that it is quite hard for people like me to 

engage young people to want to take part in the democratic process. That 
is the philosophy behind this. If you have a set of young people spread 

around the country who are incredibly passionate about getting their peers 
to take part in the democratic process and the importance of it, that is a 
good tool in the armoury, alongside the other stuff we have done, such as 

providing schools with school packs and activities during National 

Democracy Week. 

One thing I took part in involved a bunch of the democracy ambassadors 
coming to the Cabinet Office and having a three or four-hour session about 

what they thought, what they had found worked well and what did not 
work. Young people are much more likely to respond to that. If we can get 

them to do that as they are on the cusp or in the early period of being able 
to vote, they are more likely to carry it on through life. If they vote the 
first time they can vote, the evidence shows that they are much more likely 

to vote for the rest of their lives.  

On the BAME community, again through National Democracy Week we did 
a number of activities with people from all the groups that we know are 
less likely to vote. We did quite a bit of stuff with people who have various 

disabilities or learning difficulties, who are entitled to vote but who 

statistically do not vote as often.  

The Electoral Commission has provided material on how to vote in ways 
that are more accessible. Through things like National Democracy Week 

we have been trying to get the message out. We and local authorities, 
which did a huge number of activities, focused in particular on the groups 

that are less likely to take part. 

On the specifics, I could definitely provide the Committee with more 

information on what we have been doing for black and minority ethnic 

people, if that would be helpful. 

Q5 Lord Campbell-Savours: My question is very brief, and it requires only a 
yes or a no. 

Peter Lee: They are the worst answers. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do the Government make a contribution 

towards the annual canvass? 

Peter Lee: The annual canvass is funded by local authorities out of the 

Revenue Support Grant. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is it completely funded that way? 
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Peter Lee: Yes.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Secondly, what was the £18.2 million referred 

to in your document on page 20: “initial allocations and additional funding, 
as a result of the justification-led bids”? Very briefly, is that linked in any 

way to the annual canvass? 

Peter Lee: Individual electoral registration adds additional costs on to the 

canvass, because we run the canvass and then local authorities have to 
register people to vote. Because that cost more than the previous system, 

whereby they basically sent out a single canvass form to each local 
authority, under new burdens we provided additional funding for local 

authorities to cover the cost. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In the event that the annual canvass is finished, 

will there be a saving to the Government?  

Peter Lee: The annual canvass will not finish. It carries on, but it is done 

in a different way, in effect. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, but will there be a saving, not just to the 

local authority but to the Government? 

Peter Lee: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: That could be the driver behind it as well. 

Peter Lee: It certainly makes it more attractive for the Treasury. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Thank you. That is all I need. 

Q6 Lord Lexden: I am a trustee of the Hansard Society. That is the interest 
that I declare. 

Could you please tell us how the Cabinet Office works with the Electoral 

Commission and the devolved Administrations on registration matters? 
Perhaps Northern Ireland could be included in the answer. How do you 

co-ordinate activities among the various offices and ensure maximum 

co-operation? 

Peter Lee: I may well ask Simon to chip in on the elections side. We work 
incredibly closely with the Electoral Commission. I chair the lections and 

registration board, which meets every couple of months. That provides 
overall strategic steer for our work on elections and registration but also 
connects the Electoral Commission, the local authority sector and the 

electoral administrator sector at that level.  

We talk to the Electoral Commission daily on all matters. When we are in 
the run-up to electoral events, it will be even more often than that. They 
are on all our main governance boards, such as the electoral integrity 

board, which looks at the introduction of voter ID, and the registration 
reform board, which is driving the canvass-reform implementation working 

group. Ministers engage very regularly with the chair of the Electoral 

Commission. 
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It is a very close working relationship, while respecting the very clear 
boundaries between us and the Electoral Commission. We have very clear 

and separate roles.  

The Chairman: On that very point, though, is there absolute clarity about 
the rights, duties and responsibilities between you, the Electoral 
Commission and, indeed, the electoral registration officers? Do you send 

postcards to the electoral registration officers, or do they only deal with 

the Electoral Commission? It would just be nice to get that clear. 

Simon James: I am happy to answer that. In all our work, we are acutely 
aware of where legal responsibility lies. The responsibility for maintaining 

a register is legally with the electoral registration officer. That is a fact in 
black-and-white law. Exactly the same goes for the running of a poll: that 

is the responsibility of a returning officer. You add to that the Electoral 
Commission, which has a responsibility to provide guidance and various 

other responsibilities. 

We are helped by the fact that those things are written down. We are also 

helped by the fact that each of those organisations, for different reasons, 
is fiercely proud of their independence. The Electoral Commission would 
not take kindly to being told what to do by the Government. I am fairly 

sure they would say that to you themselves, and ditto local authorities and 

so on.  

There are times when responsibilities are at risk of being blurred. At those 
times, we have to be very careful to write things down and to make sure 

that we understand the basis on which we are doing things. That individual 
legal separation of responsibility is very helpful for us, but it does not stop 

us talking, being very open and working on a day-to-day basis with each 

other.  

Peter Lee: To touch on the devolved Administrations, helpfully within the 
constitution group we have not only the teams responsible for elections 

and registration but a team responsible for devolution. The main source of 

expertise on the devolution settlements is within the constitution group.  

I am now incredibly keen that we work really well with the devolved 
Administrations, and as far as possible we co-ordinate and keep divergence 
between the ways in which electoral systems work to a minimum, but we 

also respect the devolution settlements. 

Both those things are important. We must respect the devolution 
settlements, but all the devolved Governments and the UK Government 
are clear that we need to make sure that the systems do not get confused 

unnecessarily. We have made it entirely possible to implement votes at 16 
in Scotland through all our systems while not introducing that within the 

UK. 

Q7 Lord Hayward: Can I first declare an interest, to the extent that I receive 

hospitality from ComRes for an annual lobby briefing on elections? In fact, 
the lobby briefing is dependent on the regularity of elections, so in some 
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years there is more than one. Can I also indicate for the record that Mr 
James and I have worked together previously on boundary reviews? I do 

not think it causes any problem of conflict, but I just wanted it on the 
record. 

In relation to boundaries/registration, when I first started working on this, 
local authorities had four different computer systems. It was complete 

chaos trying to get information about electoral rolls even from one 
authority, let alone all of them. We now have a position whereby we have 
a database, but at each election huge numbers of people try to establish 

whether they are on the electoral roll, in some cases several times. 

Are there any plans to have a central online system so that people, while 

they cannot alter the system, can check whether they are on the electoral 
roll? 

Peter Lee: No. That is the one-word answer. There are no plans to do 

that. Let me explain where we have got to, because this is not something 
that we have not thought about. Local authorities and EROs regularly raise 

it as an issue, particularly around election time. It is an issue that people 
will register to vote unnecessarily, particularly now it is so easy. If anyone 
has done it online, it takes about three minutes. That has driven a greater 

number of duplicates than may have been the case before. 

We took a good look at this. Our conclusion was that the cost and 
complexity of doing so outweighed the benefits. We developed some 
numbers on that. We estimate that the cost to local authorities of the 

current duplicate situation is about £1 million in additional bureaucracy. In 
effect, they get an application in, and they have to work out that it is a 

duplicate and then reject it. The cost of a cloud-based IT system that would 
enable that checking was kind of in the ballpark of £7 million, but that 
would require a centralised database, which the Government do not have 

any plans for. This is a long-running issue for the Government. To have 
one that anonymously sucks in all the local authority information is 

considerably more expensive than that. There is a basic point about where 

the costs to the taxpayer outweigh the benefits of doing so. 

The other thing, more positively, is about what we have found to be 
effective. Since we started trying to tackle this problem through other 

methods, we have found that a big-bang IT solution might not be the most 
effective way of tackling it. Using behavioural economics, behavioural 
science, nudging and communications can deliver the same results for 

virtually nothing.  

Some things that we have done, such as changing the messaging on 

Register to Vote, have had a significant effect. Our way of measuring it is 
the number of people who, once they start going through the registration 

process, drop out. That almost doubled during the last registration window, 
because we changed the messaging to make it clear that if you have 

previously registered to vote, you have not moved house and so on, you 

do not need to register to vote.  
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If we can solve the problem through that and then do similar things locally 
about the way they communicate around election time to reduce the 

duplicates to a more minimal level, you can get most of the benefits for a 

fraction of the cost.  

Lord Hayward: I have a very quick observation. The words “government 
IT system” and “success” are not often used in the same sentence, but you 

are suggesting that it would cost only £1 million to ring up councils and ask 
to check information on hundreds of thousands of people. Can I have a 

written analysis of how you come to those two figures? 

Peter Lee: Yes, absolutely.  

Lord Hayward: To be honest, I do not think they are credible.  

Peter Lee: I made the same point when I saw them, but I reached the 
conclusion that, even if they are wrong by two or three times, it will still 

be a significantly lower cost than the alternatives. I share your point. We 
want to use big bang IT solutions only when they are necessary. We are 
not convinced that, in this case, a solution that requires the creation of a 

national database, which has a whole set of separate issues, is one 

Ministers find attractive. 

Q8 Lord Wills: Can you tell us what your priorities are for how the 
Government work with electoral registration officers and, indeed, the 

Electoral Commission, to make sure that registers are well maintained and 
elections are effective administered? Can I ask you particularly to look at 

funding in relation to that? How far are you monitoring what local 
authorities actually spend, particularly on registration? They have been 
particularly hard pressed over the last few years. Do you keep tabs on 

whether they are cutting back on the money they spend on this? 

Peter Lee: Yes, but where we are providing direct grant. Where they are 

funding activity through RSG, it is virtually impossible now to tell. The 
transparency and the reporting requirements in local authorities have 

changed dramatically over the last few years. Tracking and making sense 
of whether they are spending more or less on registration activity is not 

something we or the Electoral Commission do. 

We have a measure of performance management. It is not so much about 
what they are spending as what the outcomes are. Are they achieving the 

outcomes we would expect? This is the sort of thing that particularly the 
Electoral Commission does. It is responsible for providing a bit of oversight 

of the activities of EROs. It is quasi-performance management. The 
responsibility lies with the EROs, though. They are legally responsible for 

ensuring that their registers are as complete and accurate as possible.  

We do know how much we are spending in order to deliver IER, because 

that is direct grant. That has been coming down since we first introduced 
it. First, it is always hard to tell up front how much things are going to cost, 
but also they have discovered efficiencies and better ways of doing things. 

They have been able to drive down that cost to about £15 million a year. 
Beyond that, no. We and the Electoral Commission tend to look at 
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outcomes. There is a mechanism by which, if it thinks that local authorities 
are not doing what is necessary, it can recommend to the Cabinet Office 

that we issue a direction to a local authority saying, “You need to up your 
game”, but thus far we have never had to do that. That suggests that the 

activity we need them to carry out is largely being done across the country.  

Simon James: On the running of polls themselves, which was part of your 

question, we work very closely with local authority officials and the 
Electoral Commission. Peter has listed a number of our groups, but we 

have one called the electoral co-ordination and advisory board, which is a 
regular meeting with the Electoral Commission, the senior regional 
returning officers across the country, me and other representatives from 

the Government. That meets regularly, but also meets frequently in the 
run-up to major electoral events, because major co-ordination is required 

between each of the different organisations there. We meet and speak 

frequently. 

On the funding side for the administration of polls, it is worth reminding 
ourselves that it is a separate pot from the funding of registration, which 

remains a local government function. The administration of centrally run 
polls, very importantly, comes from the Consolidated Fund. We regulate 
that flow very carefully. I do not think I am giving too much away by saying 

that local authorities would say that we scrutinise that too much. They 
would like less scrutiny, but there is a balance there between giving local 

authorities the freedom to make the decisions they understand, about how 
to run a poll—which local school or hall to book for the count—and value 

for money for the taxpayer. We have a very close eye on that process. 

Q9 Baroness Pidding: Mr Lee, you touched earlier on one of the purposes of 

the Act: tackling fraud. How effective has it been and what evidence do 
you have of that? I know you said you were waiting for the reports to come 
through, but what evidence makes you think it has already been effective 

in tackling fraud? What can be done to make it even more effective? 

Peter Lee: As we discussed at the beginning with Lord Wills, the actual 

data was not strong on the number of cases of fraud. It was hard to track 
when the Act was introduced, and that was acknowledged when the Act 
went through Parliament. We know for a fact that a fairly obvious route for 

fraud has been closed down. We are confident that people on the register 
are who they say they are, because we are able to check them against a 

national database. The ease with which one could commit fraud in 

registering to vote has dramatically reduced. 

The main focus for Ministers is now at the other end of the process, on 
voter ID. That is the other big gap in the defences: it is relatively easy to 

commit fraud at a polling station. If you have the necessary information, 
you can do so. Ministers are focusing on that now. Simon is probably best 

placed to talk about that. 

Simon James: I am happy to mention that briefly if it would help. Rather 

like the statistics Peter was giving, the Electoral Commission produces 
regular statistics on personation; that is, pretending to be somebody else 
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in a polling station. Critics will say that those figures are relatively low in 

terms of justification for the Government’s response, which is voter ID. 

I would say exactly the same as Peter. Just because those reported figures 

are low, it does not mean the incidence of fraud is low. There is probably 
a fairly big correspondence between the number of people who have their 
car stolen and the number of people who report that their car has been 

stolen, because it is pretty obvious. If you were not going to vote anyway, 
and somebody went into a polling station and used your vote by pretending 

to be you, you might not know about it unless it was detected. There is a 
missing link here between detection and reporting, and the actual levels. 

We find that at both ends of the system.  

Q10 Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I take you back to when the Act was 

originally introduced? We were told that the driver behind this Act was 
fraud; that is how it was sold to Parliament. I remember the debates in 
this place, in which I was involved. If it had not been for fraud, do you 

really believe we would have introduced the legislation? What do you think 
the driver was? 

Peter Lee: There were probably two drivers for it. One remains the case 
regardless of whether you believe that fraud was taking place. It is a strong 
argument that there was a very easy way to commit fraud previously. It 

was genuinely an anachronism that the head of the household took part in 
the registration process on behalf of other people of voting age within that 

household. When this system was put in place, the head of household was 
presumably defined as the man of the household. That is an antiquated 

system that other parts of the world had got rid of already. 

The philosophy behind it was that each person should be individually 

responsible for taking part in the democratic process. This is a system 
whereby that could happen. We moved away from a system where the 

patrician in the household decided. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: But you are accepting that one of the main 

drivers was fraud. 

Peter Lee: Yes, one of the main drivers was fraud. You do not need to 

know that a crime has taken place to spot where you have a potential 
weakness. If you are not checking that people are who they say they are 

when they register to vote, it is a fairly big weakness. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Have you dealt with that problem? 

Peter Lee: It is impossible to say that no one could ever commit fraud in 
voter registration, but it is now quite difficult. Because of our ability to 

check people’s details against the national insurance database, it is 
extremely difficult to commit fraud. It is much more difficult, but not 

impossible. To a certain extent, if you are that desperate to commit fraud 
within the democratic system, at the moment it is easier to do so through 
the voting process rather than the registration process, where it is now 

pretty difficult.  
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Lord Campbell-Savours: We have identified 17 target areas where there 
is a major problem or there has been a major problem. They are referred 

to in a number of documents. Some of us argued at the time that there 
was no need for the legislation at all, and we needed to spend the money 

on rooting out the problem where it existed. How do you respond to that? 
Let us take my county, Cumbria. We had no problem. We have a whole 

system set up in Cumbria doing all this. Many of us believe it to be 
completely unnecessary. We feel that we have had it imposed upon us to 

resolve a problem in a few areas of the country. 

Peter Lee: In general, we have discovered, through the more worrying 
parts of our electoral system, that you have to use all the tools in the 

armoury. You can stand an argument up that says, “It is a nationwide 
solution to tackle a problem that you might perceive as being localised or 

relatively small”, but we know it works. We know the system will make it 
very difficult to commit registration fraud. Targeting it where it was 
happening would have been very difficult, since we did not know at the 

time, as we acknowledged, exactly where it was happening.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: We did, because I produced in Parliament a 
whole list of the areas that were at risk. They were put on the record, and 
many of us believe that was the case. We asked for targeting, but the 

Government insisted on national coverage to cover these individual areas. 

Even to this day I am trying to find out why. Why were we ignored? 

Peter Lee: I was not there at the time, so I am defending my predecessors 
of five or six years ago. It is always an alternative to try to enforce the 

existing rules. Enforcement is expensive and invasive, and it is invasive to 
people who are not doing anything wrong. It is a little like when you crack 

down on speeding: you get the people who are speeding and they do not 
like it, but others do not like it either. It is the same when you crack down 
on parking. You can always do enforcement of the existing rules, but if you 

can change the rules in arguably a relatively simple way— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I will ask you a final one, very briefly. Was there 

an element of political correctness in this? 

Peter Lee: Crikey. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am sure you know what I am driving at. 

Simon James: I accept the points you are making. This is not a case of 

either/or. I would say that the Government can change the law and 
introduce a nationwide system, but that does not mean they should not 
continue to do other initiatives. For example, in 2018 the Government, 

alongside their voter ID pilot, piloted in a number of areas—I mention 
Tower Hamlets, for example—more stringent measures and checks on 

postal voting. That involved an injection of cash, and it was targeted. It 
was done with the voluntary participation of Tower Hamlets. I need to be 

very clear about that: we asked for volunteers.  
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The two work in tandem. Just because one has changed the law to 
introduce a nationwide system, it does not mean that cannot be done in 

tandem with more targeted responses.  

Q11 Lord Wills: It is a fundamental point. After all, fraud was a big justification 
for the Act in the first place. Of course, I accept the difficulty with the data. 
I absolutely take your point about the difficulty of proving when it is hard 

to prove, as it were. I am interested that you rely on personation as the 
fraud this was designed to tackle, rather than postal votes. You have just 

mentioned postal votes. My understanding is that postal votes are by far 
the biggest risk and that it is a much easier fraud to commit than 
personation, for example. I wonder whether you could say a few words 

about how the Act tackled the problem of postal vote fraud. 

Simon James: I am very happy to outline that once I find the correct 

page. I am happy to focus on what is in the Act, but there is a missing 
piece here that talks about what the Government are doing further to the 

Act, which takes us beyond the measures outlined in the Act.  

Lord Wills: Specifically on postal voting. 

Simon James: In terms of what the Act did, I would give the example of 
notifications about rejected postal votes; that was there to enable electoral 

registration officers to write to people who had voted by post where an 
error had been found in that postal vote. That was one way of perhaps 

signifying that there had been an attempt to use fraud in that postal vote. 

Lord Wills: How would you know it was an attempt to use fraud rather 

than a simple error? 

Simon James: We are back to the issue of data. If I may, the Government 

have announced more recently things that are far more pertinent to 

tackling postal vote fraud than were in the Act. 

Lord Wills: Given that fraud was promoted so heavily as a reason for 
bringing in the Act, from what I have seen so far, although I am happy to 

be corrected, there does not seem to be much attempt to tackle what is 

likely to be the biggest cause of fraud in postal votes.  

Simon James: At the time, the Government took a view that the main 
need for reform at that stage was in registration. As part of that, there was 

a sprinkling of measures on postal vote fraud. The Government, having 
worked on that and having implemented a new system, are now seized of 

a number of areas where they need to do further work on postal vote fraud. 
It is probably a question of picking priorities. The Government recognise 
that there are a number of areas where postal voting is open to fraud. That 

is why they have made announcements more recently than the Act. 

This is all part of seeing the way the Act has worked, and how the measures 
have changed any of the reporting or the understanding of postal voting, 
which is why the Government are keen to announce more and do more on 

postal vote fraud. 
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Lord Wills: I am sure we will return to this in due course.  

The Chairman: On that very point, perhaps it would be useful if you could 
drop us a note on what the Government have in mind to do now on this 

postal vote issue.  

Q12 Lord Dykes: Moving on to an intriguing and rather elusive subject for 

some, how do the Government support the EROs in helping to identify and 
register under-registered groups? What examples of best practice are 

there? How are the Government sharing these in their work and notifying 
people? 

Peter Lee: I touched on this briefly earlier. We have a programme of work 

on democratic engagement. Alongside generally seeking to drive people’s 
engagement in the democratic process, it is particularly focused on 

identifying and registering under-registered groups. 

We talked about some of those before, such as students and young people. 

We have put in place legislation that requires universities to work much 
more proactively. For example, Sheffield University has combined its 

student registration system with its electoral registration system. When 
you go to register each year as a student, you are encouraged to register 
to vote. These sorts of, in effect, cost-free measures are the most likely to 

be successful in nudging behaviour, rather than larger solutions.  

We will be running a second National Democracy Week in October; we ran 
one last year. It is about spending a week, with local authorities, EROs and 
civil society, focused on getting the message out there, particularly to 

under-registered groups and through them to others, about the need to 
take part. Through that, we identify the barriers. We do not know what the 

barriers are for some under-registered groups. Often, only they can tell us. 
A lot of work is already going on at the local level through EROs. It is not 
just the Government driving this. Increasingly, our role is to co-ordinate 

and convene EROs, civil society, the Electoral Commission and others 

involved. 

We are doing the things that only government can do. If something 
requires a legislative change, such as anonymous registration for survivors 

of domestic abuse, that is something only we can do. If something requires 
funding, that might be something only we can do. It is about bringing all 

our expertise and roles together, which we do through the democratic 
engagement programme, to target our resources on where they can make 
the biggest difference. I have talked about some of the examples already 

and I have committed to provide specifics to the Committee so you can see 
more of those. We largely drive this through the democratic engagement 

programme. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask a supplementary to the question 

asked by Lord Wills? Going back to the £18.2 million I referred to before, 
which is on page 20 in your brief, last year we allocated £18.2 million as 

initial allocations and additional funding. How can you possibly allocate 
additional funding when you do not know what the funding provision is in 
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the local authorities? Surely, before you hand out more money, you have 
to find out what they are already spending. I find it hard to understand 

why you have not come today with the figures telling us what is being 

spent on this provision nationally by all the local authorities collectively.  

Peter Lee: We have a two-stage process, which we think over the years 
has got closer and closer to the amount local authorities need to spend to 

deliver IER. At the beginning, we expected the burden to be higher just 
because this was a new burden for local authorities. We have a two-stage 

process. We use an economic modelling approach to come up with what 
we think local authorities should be spending to deliver IER in their area, 
and then we have a justification-led bidding process, where they come back 

and say, “That was not quite right for these reasons. This activity will not 
be funded if we only get this allocation, so we are going to need more 

money”.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: So the local authorities have asked you for 

additional money. 

Peter Lee: Effectively, the second stage is a bidding process, yes.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: They ask you for it, so why do you not ask them 

how much they have already spent? 

Peter Lee: Because of the way the funding is allocated, we cannot track 

local authority budgets— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am not asking you to track them; I am asking 

why you do not ask them how much they are spending on this area.  

Peter Lee: Part of the process by which we work out how much they are 

going to need is working out what they were previously required to spend. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You said “required to spend”; I am asking how 

much they have spent.  

Peter Lee: I do not think we go back and ask specifically, “Have you spent 

all this money? Have you spent it all on electoral registration?” I can check. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can you try to get us some figures in the course 

of this inquiry, which is going on for several months, on what is actually 

being spent by local authorities in this area? 

Peter Lee: We will get you what we can. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: The taxpayer is entitled to know how much 

money is being spent on electoral registration nationally by local 

authorities, just like on housing, social services or anything else.  

Peter Lee: The only cautionary note I would offer is that for some time 
the Government have not tracked exactly what local authorities are 

spending— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You could put in a freedom of information 
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request to all local authorities, if you wanted to, and then get the figures 

for us. 

Peter Lee: I will provide the Committee with the best answer we have on 

that question.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, not a dodge answer. Thank you very much.  

Lord Wills: Could you do it over time? It could be over five years. 

Peter Lee: I think five years is how many we have, yes.  

The Chairman: We had better crack on. 

Q13 Baroness Suttie: I declare an interest as a trustee of IPPR and an 

associate of Global Partners Governance.  

You have already touched on how the Government are working with the 

devolved Administrations. I wondered whether you wanted to add any 
more on how we ensure that individual electoral registration works across 
the UK. In Northern Ireland, IER has been in place longer. What lessons 

can we learn from Northern Ireland? 

Peter Lee: The main thing worth touching on with regard to electoral 

registration is the approach we are taking to canvass reform. This is 
something we have agreed and will implement at the same time as the 

other devolved Administrations. We implemented IER across GB. It was 
already in place in Northern Ireland. The same issues exist across GB with 

the annual canvass. We are reforming that even though it is a devolved 

responsibility. 

We have co-ordinated and corralled ourselves together, politically and 
administratively, to do this, so it is as common an approach as is possible 
while respecting the devolution settlement. From its perspective as the 

centre of expertise on devolution, the Cabinet Office is very keen to make 
sure that we respect the devolution settlements but also manage those 

things in as efficient a way as possible. 

The main lesson that was learned and then carried forward through the 

implementation of IER was about the need to make sure the transitional 
arrangements were robust and sufficient so that the register was as 

complete as possible by the time we finished. The big concern was that, if 
you did not do that, you ended up losing an awful lot of people off the 
register, which was also a concern as the legislation passed through the 

House. We learned an awful lot from the way that IER was implemented, 
and we provided an exhaustive set of steps, once the data-matching 

process had taken place, for those who were not matched, to ensure that 

as many people as possible were suitably registered. 

One thing with devolution is the ability to look at how the different nations 
are doing different things, and to compare and contrast. Northern Ireland 

has taken a different approach to the annual canvass. Our conclusion on 
canvass reform is that we need to carry on conducting an annual canvass. 
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In Northern Ireland, they abolished the annual canvass. From the Northern 
Irish experience, we were concerned that you would start to lose the 

completeness and robustness of the electoral register if you did not conduct 
an annual canvass. That is important for us not only on the electoral side, 

but for things such as jury service, in how people are selected. We took 
their way of implementing, but we have also learned and drawn lessons 

from the different way they have gone about the annual canvass.   

Baroness Suttie: Have you learned anything from the Scottish experience 

on improving registration of attainers? 

Peter Lee: I might turn to Simon. This is basically about moving to votes 

at 16, having attainers at 14 and 15. 

Simon James: I do not have any information to share. We will possibly 

write to you on that if we have any relevant information.  

Peter Lee: One reason that voting at 16 remains unattractive to our 
Ministers is that it is more difficult, with younger attainers, to make sure 
that the pipeline into voting at 16 works. I can fairly confidently say there 

are no plans from our Ministers to implement voting for 16-plus. It has 
been interesting to see the problems that have occurred on younger 

attainers, but we will provide you with more details.  

The Chairman: We will give the question on ID pilots a miss, but perhaps 

you could write to us about the ID pilots, the potential of rolling it out 
further and so forth. If you could spell that out, it would be helpful. Because 

of time, we will give that one a miss for the moment, but it is important 

and perhaps you could come back to us.  

Q14 Baroness Pidding: What are the key problems in relation to the annual 
canvass at present? Some proposed reforms were made by the 

Government in October 2018. What difference will these make? Can you 
tell us how the Government have assessed the pilots? 

Peter Lee: Yes, and I will do that very briefly. The key problem with the 

annual canvass is that it is too prescriptive, clunky and costly. At the 
moment, there is no opportunity for local authorities to tailor their 

approach to the annual canvass in a way that suits local circumstances. If 
your local authority area has a very widespread and low population density, 
you are following the same process as if you were an inner-city local 

authority area. 

The annual canvass also focuses too much on people who are already 
registered to vote and whose information we already have. Through the 
data-matching process we are going to be put in place, we will take a very 

different and much more light-touch approach. EROs will have the option 
to take a much more light-touch approach where we know people have not 

moved or changed any of their details. They can focus on those who have 
much more effectively. The ability to focus resources is not just about 
saving money, it is about being more effective. That is what lies behind it, 

and that is the problem we are seeking to address. 
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The main thing we drew from the pilots was that a combination of 
approaches worked best. We tried different pilots doing different things, 

and we drew from that the need to use some sort of data-matching process 
both nationally and locally; so we do a national data step and then the local 

authorities can then use council tax information to check some of the 30% 
who are left once we have done the DWP check. The different 

communication approaches and how effective they are mean that a mixed 
approach will probably have the best set of results. Rather than going for 
a single approach in the pilot, we concluded that, if you take the best of all 

of them, you can provide flexibility and probably the most effective way of 

having the most complete electoral register.  

Q15 Lord Lexden: Can we turn to the sections of the Act that provide for a 
range of further administrative changes to elections? What are the 

Government doing about them? 

Simon James: As we mentioned previously, the second part of the Act 
contained a range of administrative updates and areas for modernisation. 

The Government keep these under regular review. I would mention here 
that after every major poll the Electoral Commission has a statutory 

requirement to publish quite a substantive report into the running of those 
elections. Obviously, the Electoral Commission is independent, and the 

Government are always interested to see what the Electoral Commission 
has found through its many conversations and surveys with electoral 

administrators and, ultimately, the public. 

We take note of whatever the Electoral Commission says in those reports. 
I would highlight just a couple of areas. For example, the Commission’s 

report on the 2015 general election, which was the first one after these 
changes were implemented, highlighted two things of particular relevance 

here. One was the ability of people to vote if they were at the polling station 
in a queue but had not yet voted at 10 pm. That did not go well in 2010 in 

a very public way. The Commission noted that worked well. In its 2015 
report, the Electoral Commission also set out the benefits of the extended 
timetable that we introduced. It is not surprising to know that I very much 

agree with those assessments by the Electoral Commission.  

Those are the formal ways in which we keep track. As Peter said, we talk 

on a daily or weekly basis to administrators, who are not backward in 
coming forwards in reminding us of areas where reforms are working and 

where further reform is required. 

Lord Lexden: Are reports on elections to the devolved legislatures also 

carried out? 

Simon James: That is absolutely right. The Electoral Commission has the 
same duty. Now we are in a situation where the running of certain types 
of polls in Scotland and Wales is the responsibility of the devolved 

Governments, but those reports exist as well. 

The Chairman: Finally from me, what other reforms to electoral 
administration are the Government considering to ensure the good running 
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of elections and public confidence in the electoral system? Mr James 
already referred to further work on the postal vote so you might want to 

spell that out a bit further, but tell us about anything else that you have in 

mind. 

Simon James: Thank you very much. I will be brief. The Government are 
committed to ensuring that our electoral system works effectively and is 

both secure and accessible. Those are the two themes that go through the 

Government’s work in this area. 

As for the security of the electoral system, we have not so far mentioned 
the then Sir Eric Pickles’s report on electoral fraud. When it came out, it 

contained 50 recommendations. The Government have picked up 48 of 
those and committed to moving forward on them. Those are all about 

strengthening the electoral system. We have touched on one or two of 
them; for example, voter ID. We will happily write to you, because there 
is a lot to say on voter ID. I flag up that we are imminently producing an 

evaluation of the most recent round of our voter ID pilots, which took place 

at some local elections in May 2019. 

On postal voting fraud, I would highlight the Government’s manifesto 
commitment to reform postal voting to ensure that elections are secure. 

The Government have said that they are looking for opportunities to 
introduce measures that will prohibit party campaigners from handling 

postal votes and apply a limit to the number of postal ballots that any one 
individual can hand in at a polling station. This is sometimes called postal 
vote harvesting, where people are able to turn up with a Tesco carrier bag 

full of postal votes. The Government are interested in that and looking at 
opportunities to make that no longer possible. Our intention is for that to 

be backed up by a new offence. That will require legislation, and the 
Government are looking for opportunities to bring forward relevant 

measures.  

I would also highlight ongoing activity across government to ensure that 

our democracy is protected. There is a wider programme of work here that 
goes beyond the Cabinet Office to partners across government and other 
relevant agencies, on strengthening resilience and looking at our 

regulatory framework for campaigning.  

Finally, the accessibility of elections is a key priority. In September 2017, 
we launched a call for evidence to find out how people with disabilities 
experience registering to vote and voting itself. Our work continues with 

our accessibility of elections working group, where we have very good 
representation from different groups representing those who, for whatever 

reason, may find it less easy to vote. We are working in partnership with 

them on ensuring accessibility.  

Q16 Lord Campbell-Savours: You have spoken to us now for an hour and a 
quarter. Have you given similar evidence to the House of Commons 

committee looking at these matters? 

Simon James: I have not. 
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Peter Lee: Ministers have appeared before the relevant Commons 

committees. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Was that to deal with these matters? 

Peter Lee: I would have to go back. We can probably provide you with a 

list of appearances of Ministers at the— 

Lord Campbell-Savours: It is the matters that interest me. 

Peter Lee: I am pretty sure we have covered voter ID and the like. If it is 
possible, we will provide you with a list of our Commons appearances to 

discuss these matters. As far as we are aware, they have not specifically 
covered the implementation of this particular Act. I certainly do not 

remember that happening.  

Simon James: I would stress Peter’s point. Those were ministerial 

evidence sessions rather than official evidence sessions.  

The Chairman: Thanks very much indeed for coming.  
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Q118 The Chair: Welcome to Francis Hoar and Gavin Millar. You know what is 
going to happen because you witnessed our earlier evidence session. 

Welcome to the evidence session of the Select Committee on the Electoral 
Registration and Administration Act 2013. The meeting is being broadcast 

live via the parliamentary website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken 
and published on the Committee website. You will have the opportunity to 
make corrections to the transcript where necessary. Based on your 

experiences, how vulnerable do you think the electoral registration and 
voting systems are in the UK? Where do you see the key vulnerabilities in 

the registration and voting systems? 

Gavin Millar: That is probably a question for campaigners and 

administrators of elections. As election lawyers, we tend to get involved in 
these things after the event when a problem arises. We are not involved in 
the day-to-day administration. It is certainly true that the sorts of cases of 

large-scale electoral fraud that were being tried in the 2000s—one thinks 
of the Birmingham cases, Aston and Bordesley Green, and the Slough case 

that Commissioner Mawrey decided and spoke about—have not been 
coming through since the 2013 Act. You can draw a conclusion that it is 

working to some degree.  

As far as registration is concerned, the new mechanisms for verification 
against DWP data and the possibility of asking for identifying information 

are advances on the position in the late 2000s that Commissioner Mawrey 
described, when there was pretty well an open door to register however 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/cd6b0485-867c-4a27-bac8-2fb6bb197de2
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and whoever you wanted. You put the details down on a piece of paper and 
handed it in, and there you were on the register. It is an advance on that 

position when those cases were coming through and an advance as a 
defence against fraud and fraudulent registrations, but it has to be used 

sensitively.  

I am probably the first person who will say this in this session. We need to 

bear in mind the risks of deterring people—particularly people from BAME 
communities, disabled people, all kinds of people—from tangling with the 

system if they think it will look at them as a potential fraudster when they 
make a straightforward application for registration. It has to be handled 
sensitively. The powers to interrogate and investigate have to be used 

where there are reasonable grounds for suspicion but not on a wide-scale 

basis. 

It would be better if all the publicly available data were available and used 
in the process of compiling the electoral register. We have huge quantities 

of publicly available data these days. In a democracy, it seems odd that 
that information is not accessed more readily by the state in compiling the 

electoral register. There is no problem about data protection; GDPR would 
apply. It is all legitimate use of the data. With a sceptical eye, the benefits 
of the current system of individual registration and examination on an 

individual basis have to be balanced against the disbenefits. The disbenefit 
is that you do not end up with that 95% register that you would want in a 

democracy. To be blunt about it, it makes the process of compiling the 
register less effective. You have to balance those benefits of fraud 

prevention against the disbenefits of discouraging people from registering.  

There is something to be said for an arrangement where the state produces 

the register, as in Canada, where it is the state’s responsibility in a 
democracy to produce the register and examine problems with it 
afterwards. In our system, there has always been the idea that, “If you 

want to vote, get your act together, get yourself registered and get down 
to the polling station.” It is quite laissez-faire. There is a lot to be said for 

that—I am not saying that there is not—but it is not the only way to do it, 
and not everybody approaches it in that manner. The problems we have 
seen in the volume of the register and the turnout at elections suggest that 

traditional approach may be problematic.  

If you had that sort of model, provided there is sufficient evidence in the 
form of primary and corroborative evidence in the hands of the state when 
the register is compiled to show the person you are putting on at that 

address is resident at that address and qualifies to vote, there is a case for 
doing that. If there is positive evidence that it is inaccurate, you act on 

that. When voting in person, there is still scope for personation at a polling 
station if a system of ID cards or photo identification is not introduced, 
which would make it much more difficult but might disinhibit people from 

voting. It might be problematic for some people to vote in that system. 

In the digital age, it should be easy to try to organise that sort of system. 
There are digital photographs for everything, including my 60-plus Oyster 
card, which still has not arrived after three months, which is the subject of 
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a series of complaints to Transport for London. It should be straightforward 
to get a digital image and for a local authority or whatever authority to 

provide a free card for the purposes of showing at a polling station with 
your digital image on it. I do not understand why you could not put a laser 

image on the poll card or something like that. Again, you have to be careful 

about not disinhibiting.  

As Commissioner Mawrey said, it is not easy to engage in fraud on a large 
scale by personating a voter at a polling station, for all the reasons that we 

know. Polling stations are still relatively unregulated. I am not sure that 
the sanctity of the polling booth is always rigorously enforced, but I do not 
think there is a major problem there. They should be places where people 

feel comfortable to go and vote rather than places where they encounter 
ranks of police officers, security guards and highly trained electoral officers 

who are checking them every step of the way, or where they are dodging 

the CCTV on the way in. It should not work like that in a democracy. 

With regard to postal votes, the problem is that we treat this as an 
administrative problem, but it is a fraud problem. The issue is not the lone 

fraudster; the issue is concerted fraud. People may make a fraudulent 
postal vote application for whatever reason, but it will not turn an election. 
It will not turn even a local election of the sort that Commissioner Mawrey 

was talking about. I have long since advocated and said this to various 
people in government connected with elections since 2004 or 2005: the 

problems that occur with elections occur in real time. They occur in the 

course of the registration process and the campaign.  

As Commissioner Mawrey said, one of the problems in challenging after the 
event is catching up and getting the evidence from what went on at the 

time to enable you to plead and prove a case in court, because it has gone 
by then. Nearly all of you are politicians or ex-politicians. You know how 
campaigns work and what goes on on the ground during campaigns. You 

can tell. In that period before the election, experienced administrators, 
registration officers and returning officers can and should be able to tell if 

something is afoot. You should be able to spot it. In Slough, you would 
spot the application to register empty multi-occupieds if you were looking 
for it, you were there and you knew what was going on. You would spot 

the locations, the streets and the areas where the registrations and postal 
vote applications were clustered. You would ask who owns and is in control 

of those properties. 

We all know the areas where there will be a problem electorally and the 

areas that are marginal in national and local elections. If you had trained 
fraud investigators on site, as it were, spotting these problems as they 

arose, you could deal with the concerted fraud problem, but nobody has 
put that system in place. It is not the responsibility of the registration 
officer, the returning officer or the Electoral Commission, and the police 

say, “It’s not our problem.”  

You get campaigners, such as the clients I represented in Slough, spotting 
this going on as the campaign and the registration process are unfolding 
in the months before the election. There is no statutory entity or 
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enforcement regulation entity with the job of spotting it as it goes on, 
gathering the evidence, asking the questions and calling out the fraud. 

There are lessons to be learned from the City of London and places like 
that, where fraud is observed in real time and regulatory authorities move. 

It would not have to be anything other than a small percentage of wards 
and constituencies at election time where you would make these special 

arrangements. I think that is the answer to fraud, but it is the concerted 

fraud that is visible at the time that needs to be tackled. 

Francis Hoar: I am not going to answer question 7, but I think this bears 
somewhat on question 7 about enforcement in the Electoral Commission. 
My view is that the police should do what Gavin entirely correctly said 

should be done, which is to investigate fraud and try to stop it as and when 
it happens. My experience—and Gavin’s much longer experience, I am 

sure—has been that they do not, for a number of reasons. They do not see 
the seriousness of election fraud as others who have been involved in 
elections and as politicians see it. Richard Mawrey correctly said they are 

afraid of where the race card is played, and in my experience it was played 

very effectively in Tower Hamlets.  

Another problem is that local police constabularies and even the smaller 
boroughs in Greater London can have a close relationship with local 

authorities to the extent that it can become unhealthy. That was 
particularly evident in Tower Hamlets. There were a number of examples 

of police borough commanders who were very close to the local authority, 
not necessarily in a corrupt way—and that is not what I am suggesting—
but having many public meetings and engagement with the mayor in the 

public domain.  

Of course police constabularies and police borough commands must 
interact with local authorities, not least police associations or the boards 
that manage them, but there needs to be a healthy distance between the 

police and local politicians, particularly because it will come to police 
officers they control investigating malpractice that may come from those 

local officials. One other way of doing it would be to ask a nearby, different 
police borough command to investigate, but that seems unlikely to be 
effective. If there was a corruption investigation in a local police force, you 

would expect another police constabulary to inspect it.  

It has to come from the police. It probably has to come locally. There needs 
to be a change of ethos in the police in the way that they look at election 
fraud. There have been a number of suggestions in some of the many 

reports about election laws. There have been a number of reports about 
election laws. Eric Pickles’ is one. The Law Commission in 2014 and 2015 

was another, and there have been others. Suggestion has been made 
about having a central directorate looking at election fraud. That is not the 
answer because the problem is local. As Richard Mawrey said, the problem 

is mainly in local government elections, but even if it is in parliamentary 
elections it will be a local problem and needs to be dealt with by local 

officers who know the ground.  
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One of the advantages that we had in Tower Hamlets, and I am sure that 
Gavin had in Slough, was having the benefit of a very large resource of 

wisdom and knowledge from local political campaigners who knew where 
the bodies were buried. Without that, it is very difficult to gather the 

intelligence. At a slightly more distant level, in that it is not the 
campaigners who might be committing the fraud, the police are the people 

with the local knowledge and understanding of what is going on in local 

communities.  

It has to be the police, but it needs a change of emphasis and ethos in the 
police force in how seriously they take electoral fraud. There were no 
prosecutions that I am aware of as a result of Richard Mawrey’s judgment, 

notwithstanding a number of serious factual findings which were made to 
the criminal standard. That has been a matter of complaint and is in the 

public record. You might think that is surprising. There may be reasons for 
that. It is surprising that there have been so few prosecutions about 
election fraud generally when we know it exists and we know that on the 

basis of findings of fact made to the criminal standard of proof: beyond 

reasonable doubt. 

The Chair: I have always assumed that the reason for non-involvement of 

the police was that there were no dead bodies. 

Francis Hoar: The police do not see this as serious crime. When 

individuals are prosecuted and convicted of serious electoral fraud, as 
Richard Mawrey said they were in Birmingham, and possibly in Slough, 
they receive heavy prison sentences, which shows that committing this 

form of electoral fraud is a serious offence. I agree entirely with Gavin that 
when one talks about any measures that will act as potential inhibitors of 

voting, perhaps by removing a form of voting or making it more difficult to 
vote, even if that is to the extent of bringing an identity card to the polling 
station, there is a balance to be struck. It is essential to recognise that the 

balance is between wider engagement and cracking down on fraud.  

In 2014, when the Electoral Commission recommended photo ID at polling 
stations, it recognised that. When the Law Commission decided not to 
recommend a change in postal voting availability, it expressly said that was 

because it was a matter for Parliament and politicians as to how they draw 
that balance between the availability of voting on the one hand and the 

availability of electoral fraud on the other. 

In this particular instance with postal voting, my view is the same as 

Richard Mawrey’s: that the problem is potentially so serious and intractable 
that the only way of resolving it is by making it more difficult to vote by 

post. That does not mean we go to a French system where it is not possible 
at all. I suggest it means that we go back to a pre-2000 system and a 
Northern Irish system. If one looks at the example of Northern Ireland, 

Northern Ireland has some of the highest voter engagement and highest 
turnouts in the United Kingdom. Northern Ireland has not had a change, 

as the rest of the United Kingdom has, but has got used to the fact that 
people are not allowed to vote with no reason. In the pre-2000 system you 
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had to give a reason. If you were out of the country, or away on business, 

or any other reason, you could vote.  

It is important to remember that there are laws about the availability of 

polling stations. Polling stations have to be close to individuals, but there 
will always be some people who are unable to get there. In the past, 
campaigners have offered lifts. Of course people should be able to vote by 

post. I think voting is a civic responsibility as well as a democratic right. 
The way I look at it is that if you vote in a polling station, you are casting 

a vote in a public place privately. If you vote by post, you are potentially 
voting in a private place, potentially publicly, because there is nobody there 
to enforce the privacy of a polling booth if you are voting in your own home 

or in a community area, which you could be if you vote by post.  

The advantage of having a public area with presiding officers, polling clerks 
and sometimes police officers outside if there are problems is that, because 
it is a public place, you can see that people are voting in private. As Richard 

Mawrey intimated, in Tower Hamlets there were some difficulties with 
individuals going into polling stations with their spouses and other 

members of their family or their community. Generally, that should not 
happen, because it can be seen and you can stop that happening. Presiding 

officers should stop that happening, and normally they do.  

I agree there is a balance to be struck and it is important that that decision 

is made carefully, but, on balance, I would endorse Richard Mawrey’s 
suggestion, based on his long experience and the horror stories that he 
tells in his judgments, three of them in the 2000s to early 2010s and there 

was postal voting fraud in Tower Hamlets, the suggestion that the pre-

2000 system should be returned to. 

Q119 Baroness Pidding: Adding to what has already been said, one of the 
reasons for the introduction of the ERA Act in 2013 was to tackle fraud. 

Specifically looking at this Act, do you think it has achieved its ambition in 
tackling fraud? How far has it gone to achieving that ambition? 

Gavin Millar: I am very concerned about this. We have a saying that hard 
cases should not make bad law. We had some hard cases when the door 
was open to this sort of fraud, but we need to be extremely wary about 

making bad law that inhibits voting and registration just because of those 
cases. I understand the system was designed to tackle fraud, and there 

was fraud. As I said in my earlier answer, it has been reasonably successful 
from that point of view. Frankly, it is not more than one would expect the 
state to be able to do to regulate registration in a democracy. I do not think 

it is a big deal. It has closed off some loopholes.  

I do not think there has ever been a huge fraud problem in the way that 
has been suggested by Commissioner Mawrey and by Francis. I think 
people saw a gap in that period and went through it, because people are 

desperate to win elections. It is a fact of life that people do bad things to 
try to win elections, particularly in closely contested elections. If, in a 

democracy, we can put a man on the moon and cannot devise a postal 

voting system that is fraud-free, we might as well pack up and go home.  
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I do not think the answer to this is to say we scrap postal voting or we 
revert to a system that operated pre-2001. I do not think that is progress. 

I think Northern Ireland is a red herring. I practise in Northern Ireland. I 
know it well, but not as well as I would like to. I love the place. It is a very 

particular case. If you look at the United Kingdom and voting in the United 
Kingdom, Northern Ireland has a set of historical problems we all know 

about that are unique. Measures are taken in Northern Ireland that are 
unique to deal with that problem, and have been taken since the Good 
Friday agreement and been relatively successful. It does not mean you 

need to impose them in Shrewsbury, Telford, Watford or wherever it may 
be. We should not be making bad law from hard cases. I am very concerned 

about that idea. It has made it harder for people to engage in those frauds, 
and that was a good thing, but I think that is as far as we should go with 

it. 

Francis Hoar: Gavin’s suggestions about registration are very good ones. 
He made two: first, the slightly less radical one; secondly, the more radical 

Canadian option. The less radical one is to use all forms of knowledge about 
identification that the state possesses to check individual registration. That 

is a very good idea. I would go further. I agree with Gavin that there is 
sense in the Canadian example, which is to give the state the responsibility 

for compiling an electoral register. Voting is a private activity. Whether one 
votes is a matter for an individual, unless you go down the Australian route, 
but even then you can spoil your ballot without anyone knowing about it. 

That is another decision for another day. 

The existence of an electoral register and the engagement of, I hope, all 

adults who are entitled to vote is an important exercise. Those who are 
less likely to register themselves will often be from more marginalised 

communities and the people we particularly need to engage in the voting 
process. That seems to be a sensible suggestion—perhaps far too radical 

for government and Parliament, because, unfortunately, it seems that they 
are very reluctant to make radical decisions with electoral law, which is 
why they probably will not change postal voting, for example. I cannot see 

that happening simply because it is a radical step. Sometimes radical steps 

are sensible and that, in particular, seems a good idea.  

As to whether it has achieved its ambition of tackling fraud, Richard Mawrey 
dealt expressly with this issue in the Woking election petition, I think, which 

was at about the same time as the Electoral Registration and 
Administration Act. It closes the door on one or two potential areas of fraud 
but not many others, because if you wish to register people who do not 

exist in the houses where they supposedly live—ghost voters, as Gavin 

coined that term—you can do so.  

You register them, supposedly as an individual, provide the signatures and 
move on at a later date. It is right to say that some forms of identification 

are used to stop that. That would not necessarily stop a real individual who 
does not live in a property being registered, purportedly by that person, 

which is why using other forms of identification and access to the maximum 

form of data would probably be helpful in reducing potential fraud. 
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Baroness Mallalieu: Richard Mawrey described Sir Eric Pickles as “mealy-
mouthed” in saying that the current election petitions and court system 

were useless and antiquated. What are your views, and what should be 

done, if anything, to improve it? 

Gavin Millar: We know all too well, as we have been arguing in the High 
Court recently, that the model we have dates back to the point in the 19th 

century when Parliament relinquished challenges to returns to the House 
of Commons from the committees of the House of Commons to the judges. 

It was an extremely contentious reform, because parliamentarians are 
parliamentarians and they did not want to give it up, but felt they had to, 
and the judges did not want it because they felt it was too political and 

politicised them too much.  

They devised a compromised system of this free-standing one-off election 
court and the designated judge or judges to hear the case, and they put 
into the statute a set of procedural rules. If you look at the system we have 

now, 160 years later, the most extraordinary thing is it has barely changed 
since then. It makes no sense at all. It is not fit for purpose. I do not know 

why it has been left to continue like that without any change, but that is 

where we are now.  

I will put aside for one moment the question, which I think we will come to 
later on, of whether the Electoral Commission, in some form—maybe an 

expanded Electoral Commission—could have some role in taking over and 
pursuing election challenges of the sort that go before election courts. It 
must be a serious possibility. Putting that to one side, and assuming you 

have the system we have at the moment, you start with the question, 
“What is the appropriate locus for the person bringing the challenge to the 

election?”  

This is an attempt partly to overturn an election result and partly to have 

a quasi-public inquiry into the election ex post facto, and to delve into it 
and investigate, through the auspices of a judge, a court and an adversarial 

process, to find out what went wrong and what breaches of the law there 
were. The principal objective, as Francis is always reminding me, is to 
challenge the result of the election and to overturn it. The locus has to be 

an elector or electors. They must have the right to at least initiate that 
case, and the defeated candidates must have the right. The claimant would 

be of that sort and you would have a statutory claimant.  

Beyond that, you should be putting these cases into the standing court 

system, as Commissioner Mawrey says: the County Court or the High Court 
system, according to their gravity. Therefore, the judge that gets them 

should try them. You do not need a specialist judge, but, if you felt you 
needed that, you could have specialist circuit judges and specialist High 

Court judges to field them.  

You should have legal aid. You should have public funding for the claimant 

to bring the case if they are not in a position to fund it themselves, and 
you should have the possibility of protective costs orders. These are public 
law cases. They are challenges to very important public law outcomes. We 
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have this argument in the High Court, within the Administrative Court, with 
judicial review. There are access to justice issues here, and there are 

means that the state can adopt to ensure that people can bring these 

challenges.  

You have to triage them. You have to filter them, as you do in the 
Administrative Court, to ensure there is sufficient merit in the case to go 

forward. Once you have overcome that problem, it is an abomination in a 
democracy that the inability of a claimant to fund a well-evidenced and 

well-pleaded case challenging an election or exposing wrongdoing at an 
election should prevent the case going forward. It is an outrage. There 

must be some form of funding arrangement. 

In the Slough case, I ended up acting as prosecutor on behalf of the 

petitioner. As Commissioner Mawrey said, the police sergeant was sitting 
there taking notes through the two weeks of the case, had the benefit of 
our handwriting expert, our witnesses, my analysis of election law, my 

cross-examination and went off and prosecuted the case afterwards. We 
did all that. We obtained a costs order, and we could not enforce it against 

the respondent or any of the people who were responsible for the 

wrongdoing.  

We went to the High Court to try to get the Conservative Party to pay our 
costs. This is not a party-political point. If the boot had been on the other 

foot and it had been Conservatives against Labour, or Liberal against Brexit 
Party, or whatever it was, it is your candidate, you are the party, you take 
the benefit and the burden of putting that candidate into the election. If 

they engage in a major fraud, you should pick up the costs at the end of 
the day. The party being responsible is a major disinhibitor for fraud. One 

of the biggest issues we faced in those cases we had in the 2000s was not 
the party looking the other way, but the party not noticing what was going 

on.  

Parties have a big role to play in this real-time monitoring and investigation 

of fraud. One way to incline them to do it is to have a statutory rule that 
they are liable for the costs if it all goes belly-up in the election court, 
because they are very expensive hearings. Obviously, I have a bit of a chip 

on my shoulder about that because we did not get our costs and the High 
Court said, “As the law stands at the moment, you cannot make the party 

vicariously liable. You cannot make the party pay for the wrongdoing, 
however grievous it is, of their candidate in the election.” All those things 
ought to be done and, if you had that investigator present in contentious 

elections, picking up the evidence in real time, they would have a role to 

play.  

I do not know if you know this, but, unfortunately, the way it works at the 
moment is the DPP is engaged in the election court case challenge—

usually, you are trying election law offences in the civil court—and can send 
counsel along and observe what goes on in the way that the police officer 

did, but that tends to be all for later, if they do turn up. They do not tend 
to take an active role in this. If you were going to have a different model 
with that statutory investigator, that could all be brought into the civil case. 
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I used my words carefully earlier. I accept absolutely what Francis says 
about the police not wanting to get involved in real time in a fraud as it 

unfolds in election or other electoral law offences. I used my words 
carefully to say “investigator”: some form of regulatory investigator—

independent, from the outside—who is not an administrator, a returning 
officer or a registration officer, but somebody who is a trained investigator 

to spot signs of law breach. If you had that evidence and expertise, it could 

all be brought into the civil case. That may be for a later question.  

As Richard Mawrey says, if you are not having that sort of wider system of 
investigators and the Electoral Commission with those sorts of 
responsibilities, put it into the civil court system and make it easier for the 

litigation to proceed and get to the bottom of what went on. There is no 
problem with judges doing it. Judges do it all the time. They are skilled and 

competent. They have to have the case laid out before them. That is all. 

Francis Hoar: I was thinking about Richard Mawrey’s evidence about the 

potential of a public petitioner. As it happens, before the Sir Eric Pickles 
review, he received evidence from a number of people, including Professor 

Bob Watt, who has written a paper, which I am very happy to share with 
the Committee, recommending just that: a public prosecutor. I think that 
Bob’s suggestion is it would be in pretty much all cases. You would have a 

two-stage test. You would apply to the court and, if your case was found 
to have sufficient legs, at that stage the court could appoint a public 

prosecutor.  

I am not convinced I would go quite that far. I certainly would not stop the 

possibility of an individual private law action. I agree with most, if not all, 
of what Gavin said. I do not think Gavin was saying he would stop private 

actions. Although it is a public law action and involves the election result 
of an election by electors, it is a contest between candidates, and 
candidates have locus to bring challenges on the basis that they should 

have won, or at least there should be a new election. 

They can still bring challenges saying that they should have won. For 
example, if three votes were discounted where there was a majority of two, 
that candidate can still be declared electable. That is very rare these days 

and was much rarer in the 19th century. I would not remove that, and I 

do not think it should be removed.  

There are particular examples of where it might not be appropriate for a 
public prosecutor to intervene. One of them is the Section 106 challenge. 

Section 106 deals with false statements against the personal character of 
a candidate. Recently, there have been a number of those: the 

unsuccessful Carmichael case in Scotland, the Woolas case, which was a 
successful challenge in 2011, and Lutfur Rahman was found guilty of that 
particular offence. Those seem to be appropriate for a private action. I 

agree that it would be appropriate to put this in the normal civil court 
system. The recommendation of Sir Eric Pickles was High Court only. That 

is probably right. That would be the level of judiciary that we have 

currently. 
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It would be wonderful if legal aid was available. I agree with Gavin. Sadly, 
it is very unlikely that that will be provided. I cannot justifiably say the 

need for this is greater than criminal legal aid, for example, and civil legal 
aid in certain instances. However, it is important. If we could have 

everything that we wanted and if the court system was really able to deal 
with this, it would be a good idea to give legal aid to those who met a test 

that would be considered, as other legal aid cases are, by the Legal Aid 

Agency. 

Being less radical for a moment, there are specific reforms to the electoral 
petition system that I would strongly recommend could be done by very 
short and easy amendments. One recommended amendment is time limits. 

My suggestion would be a time limit of six weeks, extendable to three 
months. It is 21 days now. This limit was set in 1868, when the average 

electorate in a parliamentary constituency was a few thousand at most, 
with a far smaller electorate. It is now 60,000 to 100,000. Things are far 

more complex.  

It is far more difficult to gather evidence than it would have been back 

then, simply because of the quantity and size of the electorate. In my 
opinion, 21 days is far too short. Balanced against this is the entirely 
reasonable need to have certainty, which is why we ensure election 

petitions are heard swiftly. Sir Eric deals with this in his report. He suggests 
there should be a system whereby you can apply to extend the time limit, 

perhaps double it, if you can persuade a court you are actively investigating 
and receiving evidence. My suggestion is six weeks, extendable to three 
months. I say three months because that is the usual time limit for judicial 

review.  

I would not change the strictness of the requirement. It is currently not 
possible to extend it in any circumstances, which is different from most 
court processes, where you can apply to extend most time limits, though 

not a limitation period. You cannot do this in the election court. That is 
right, because I believe you need that certainty. That time limit is too small, 

and we can deal with that quite easily. 

Richard Mawrey touched upon evidence being heard in the locality. I would 

keep that. I would keep election petitions in the local area, in the local town 
hall, save in the unusual circumstances where that is inappropriate. One of 

them was Tower Hamlets, where there was so much evidence and 
intimidation that Richard Mawrey decided to move it to the High Court, 
which we were all relieved about because it would have been difficult to 

hear that case in Tower Hamlets town hall, where Lutfur Rahman was the 

mayor.  

There will always be such circumstances that are dealt with by the current 
law, but I would retain the locality of it because it is an inquiry and the 

whole point of an election petition is not simply as a private action. It is an 
inquiry as well, where local people can give evidence about fraud they saw, 

will become aware of it and be able to turn up at the town hall to give that 

evidence. I believe that is valuable and should stay. 
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Q120 Lord Dykes: Coming once more to the field of electoral offences and 
instances of maladministration, gentlemen, I ask you the same question I 

asked of Mr Mawrey earlier on. If a voter or groups of voters think there is 
something amiss with what is going on or has gone on with an election—

mostly after an election, of course, sometimes beforehand—should there 
be constructed a central complaints mechanism for voters to use? What 

would be the pros and cons of having such a system? 

Gavin Millar: There should be. I am not sure Commissioner Mawrey quite 
got the point of the question. You can have rights to challenge elections 

through court procedures, but that is a big job. If you take that on as an 
individual elector, you must have a macro complaint about the way the 

election was run or the way a candidate ran it. It is the same for a defeated 
candidate. You must have a big point or big points that will win you the 
challenge to the election. There are lots of much smaller things that can go 

wrong with an election that we all know about, from the point of view of a 
voter or a group of voters, for which there is no avenue of redress because 

the election petition is not viable, there is no point in trying to overturn the 

election.  

What do you do? You write to the returning officer, or you go to the local 
paper, or you write to the registration officer. Individuals ought to have a 

free-standing right of complaint. Somebody should be able to investigate 
what has gone wrong, get to the bottom of it and make a public statement, 
as with an ombudsman. You will remember there was a polling station in 

south London a few years ago, either 2010 or 2015, that had a queue 
outside it at 10 pm. It led to the introduction of flexible opening and closing 

hours and the possibility of if you are in a queue, you will get to vote after 
10pm. We were involved in an election petition on that. It never went 

anywhere. 

If you were standing in that queue and did not get through the door and 

did not get to vote, you are entitled to an investigation of what has gone 
on and an ombudsman or someone to say what has happened. In the 
2000s, in the early days of postal voting on demand, particularly in the 

pilot schemes, there were examples of the Royal Mail not delivering on 
time and bags going missing. If you were one of those voters, you would 

want to know what went wrong and for there to be an investigation. It is a 
free-standing, individual complaint about your public law right, as an 

individual in a democracy, to participate in an election.  

You will have to frame what could be the subject of a complaint, as you do 
with the Local Government Ombudsman and Pensions Ombudsman and so 

on and so forth, but absolutely you should have it. There are no cons, 
except it takes time and effort to investigate and to scope the initial 

complaint to see that it is worth looking into, to look into it and to write a 
short report, which is published in the local paper, saying what went wrong. 

It keeps administrators, returning officers and EROs on their toes. If they 
know they will be scrutinised and that people have that redress, it will make 
the system more efficient in the long run. It is beyond me why we have it 

in all these other areas of our public life and not in elections. It is bizarre. 
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Francis Hoar: I agree with all that. To add a little value, we would need 
to explore who would be registering the complaints. Another reason for the 

importance of that is not simply the right of individual redress or collective 
redress if it applies to a street, for example, that received postal votes too 

late. It provides a basis for gathering evidence because it is absolutely right 
to say the petition system will make complaints only against winning 

candidates. There could easily be plenty of fraud by losing candidates.  

In addition, there are problems with the oversight of elections. Petitions 

can be brought only when that might have affected the result or when the 
malpractice was so serious that the election should be voided. It is a very 
good data- and evidence-gathering exercise. Committees such as your 

Lordships’ Committee will be better informed by that form of evidence 
being gathered. As to who should investigate, there is the complaints data-

gathering and the forum for collecting those complaints.  

The second question is who should investigate them. Should it be the 

police? Should it be the Electoral Commission? Perhaps it should be the 
Electoral Commission. Perhaps it should be the local returning officer, but 

not in cases of fraud, because it is not the province of the returning officer 
to investigate fraud. As with complaints to the Independent Police 
Complaints Commission being generally investigated by another 

constabulary or local police force, another returning officer may be the 
most appropriate investigator if it is a complaint about the conduct of a 

returning officer. That is my suggestion as to who should investigate. If it 
is a returning officer problem, another returning officer should investigate. 
If it is a fraud problem, perhaps the police or the Electoral Commission 

should investigate. If it is a wider administrative problem, perhaps the 

Electoral Commission should investigate. It sounds like a good idea. 

Q121 The Chair Is there any merit in returning officers and electoral registration 
officers being subjected to Freedom of Information Act requirements? 

Gavin Millar: Yes. You would need a qualified exemption under the 
Freedom of Information Act for confidential information or private 

information they hold. There are plenty of instances under the Freedom of 
Information Act where you have that. That will help greatly in the gathering 
of evidence. It will help not just voters and candidates but academics and 

journalists who are trying to get to the bottom of things that have gone 

wrong in elections. 

Francis Hoar: Richard Mawrey is right to say that much of the evidence is 
available publicly—that is not necessarily known—and there is some that 

is not. It is my experience that registration and returning officers are 
extremely helpful and co-operative when requests are made. It can be 

difficult to frame the statutory provisions that you might argue require 
them to give that evidence. It would be easier and more straightforward if 
it was evidence that was available under an FOI with appropriate 

exemptions. 

Q122 Lord Hayward: You heard my earlier question and the answer from 
Richard Mawrey in relation to polling stations. Should there be some formal 
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requirement for polling stations to record information and oddities? I 
described them earlier as events. 

Francis Hoar: I agree that there should. There is one example of where 
data will be needed that may answer your question, which is where 

somebody comes in to vote and they say, “Well, you have already voted,” 
and they say, “No, I haven’t. I’m Jane Jones. That person was not Jane 

Jones.” They are given a ballot paper that is not used unless there is a 

petition and that comes to be challenged. Otherwise, there is not.  

We had in Tower Hamlets, in fact, reams of evidence. You were present at 
the trial and may have seen some of this evidence. There were presiding 
officers and individuals present around polling stations who were giving 

evidence. In some cases, that evidence can be valuable. If data taken at 
that time is available to people investigating elections in the future, that is 

a more reliable form of recording it. It is a successful idea. 

Gavin Millar: Do not overburden them, because they can get rushed off 

their feet at certain times. 

Q123 Lord Hayward: I will move on to the next question, which Mr Millar implied 
he may want to come on to at this point. Should the Election Commission 
be given more enforcement powers? Should it possibly be given criminal 

enforcement powers? 

Gavin Millar: I agree with Commissioner Mawrey. You need to decide what 
sort of Electoral Commission you are going to have in your democracy. 
There are different models. There are two strands to election law. There is 

the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, which is about 
funding of political parties and campaigns, and there is the Representation 

of the People Act 1983 and related bits. The Representation of the People 
Act splits into three parts. It regulates the franchise, campaigns and 
challenging elections. The last is the territory of returning officers and 

registration officers.  

Our Electoral Commission is in the first round of law. We have seen some 
high-profile examples recently; for instance, party financiers, electoral 
campaign and referendum spending, and third-party campaign spending. 

There is much guidance on the website in the Representation of the People 
Act territory, but it is just guidance. It is not involved with running or 

administering the elections or adjudicating on them or taking decisions. A 
democracy should have a broader entity than we have. The Electoral 
Commission in our country has been dealt a poor hand by Parliament in 

terms of the status it has been given and the leadership it has had. I am 

not criticising the individuals. 

In a democracy, a prominent judge or someone should be leading the 
Electoral Commission and the resources and the powers it has been given. 

It has been dealt a very poor hand to do a very difficult job in adverse 
circumstances. It is buffeted around in political debate and media debate, 

often very unfairly, because people think it is something it is not and that 
it has status and powers that it does not have. That needs to be rectified. 
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We need a root and branch review of what sort of Electoral Commission we 
want. I am afraid politicians are very scared of going there. That is the only 

conclusion I can draw.  

Any rational, logical person, including election barristers, would say to go 
back to the blank sheet of paper and devise what sort of commission you 
want. If it is not what Commissioner Mawrey said they have in Australia, 

where you have a national commission running elections, if you want to 
keep the current model of local returning officers and registration officers, 

and if it is not some of them stepping out to be real-time investigators in 
difficult constituencies and wards during the election, there are two things 
that the Electoral Commission should have in its remit. One is a positive 

role.  

It should have a positive role to promote and guarantee free and fair 
elections and to maximise access to and exercise of the franchise. It should 
have statutory duties to do that. That should be its job. There would not 

be as much need for us all to be sitting here, discussing this and arguing 
this, if we had that sort of system. I do not understand why we do not have 

it in our democracy. I understand parliamentary sovereignty is important 
and we reside a great deal of power and influence in Parliament, but 
elections are something different and important. Somebody outside this 

place should have those sorts of positive statutory duties.  

The other is a negative role, which is to receive allegations of wrongdoing 
in breach of the law. To go back to the two strands, they should be able to 
receive allegations of breach of the Representation of the People Act, the 

sorts of things we have been talking about in the first strand. We should 
not confine an expanded Electoral Commission to Political Parties, Elections 

and Referendums Act issues about funding and campaigns. It should have 
the whole remit. It should field those complaints and scope them, to see if 

there is any merit. It should investigate them. 

As I said earlier, if possible, it should have a role to step in to bring litigation 

even if cases have not been started by voters or candidates of the sort we 
have been talking about—elections or challenges. If their investigation of 
Representation of the People Act breaches, election offences, and 

maladministration gets to the point where it says there is grounds for a 
judge to look into this in open court and overturn the result, it should have 

the locus to bring the case, much like the Crown Prosecution Service does 
in a criminal court. That is a much more sensible way to do it. Parliament 

should bite the bullet and create an Electoral Commission like that. 

Francis Hoar: The Electoral Commission already has some enforcement 

and investigative powers over 2000 Act matters and over funding in 
particular. It can investigate individuals, political parties, officers of political 
parties or third-party campaigners and impose sanctions on them. Those 

powers are subject to appeal. I was involved in one of those last year, and 
I regret to say the experience did not lead me to be as favourable as Gavin 

is about the suggestion that the Electoral Commission should have much 
wider powers, certainly not the Electoral Commission as it currently is—a 
very different Electoral Commission maybe, but it is right to recognise that 
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there are problems in the way that the Electoral Commission investigates 

matters now.  

The case I was involved in is a concluded case and will not be appealed, so 

I can comment on it to a certain extent. The judge in that case found that 
the investigator had reversed the burden of proof, not just the standard of 
proof. The standard of proof is to the criminal standard: beyond reasonable 

doubt. The judge had made findings that my client, who was the person 
fined, had not proved something, where she should have found, “We find 

beyond reasonable doubt that this did not happen.” That was a concerning 
finding by the judge. Another concerning aspect of that case was the 
discussions that the commission had with complainants’ lawyers, where 

the lawyers met on the condition that that would not be revealed. That is 
concerning. There are difficulties if that current Electoral Commission as 

currently constituted, which is not at all what Gavin was suggesting, was 

to investigate.  

I would row back from the suggestion that the commission should manage 
elections on a local level, and I do not know whether that suggestion was 

being made. My much more limited experience than Gavin’s, and the 
experience of many other electoral lawyers, is that electoral registration 
officers and returning officers do an extremely good job, by and large. They 

are on the ground and know the area. They have to be chief executives, 
although they can delegate their powers. The distance between them and 

the rest of the administration is enforced rigorously and professionally. The 
current system works well for managing elections on a local level. No 
system is infallible and could not be reformed, but it does work well. I 

would certainly not change that.  

I would be wary of giving the Electoral Commission, even in a very different 
form, powers to investigate Representation of the People Act matters. 
Funding offences are a particular, specialist area of election law that cause 

so many problems that the Supreme Court disagreed with the Court of 
Appeal in the McKinney case that I was in two years ago on a crucial 

definition of expenditure law. The day-to-day offences under the 
Representation of the People Act—treating, bribery and false statements—
are more closely related to the general criminal law. I go back to the 

suggestion I made earlier that the best people to investigate those are local 
police forces, if they are given the training and recognise the seriousness 

of electoral fraud and electoral offences, which, regrettably, they do not 

seem to. 

On the other hand, if we had a completely different Electoral Commission 
that was rebooted and had much greater powers, perhaps those things 

would be treated more seriously. Perhaps there is something to be said for 
a very different Electoral Commission headed by a judge with different 
powers and different trained investigators to investigate it, but I am 

sceptical as to whether it would work. There is a lot to be said for local 
investigators and local police forces dealing with investigations of what are 

very local offences by individuals and communities in their patch, as it 

were. 
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Q124 Lord Campbell-Savours: My questions require very brief answers. Are 
the Government’s proposals to introduce photographic voter ID adequate? 

Would you go further and introduce full national identity cards to get over 
the problem? 

Gavin Millar: No. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You would not. Are you satisfied with the 

Government’s proposal? 

Gavin Millar: I do not know enough about how that will work in practice, 
but I said at the opening of my answer I am very concerned about 

proposals that will disinhibit people from voting because of over-formalism. 

Francis Hoar: I personally do not favour identity cards. When it was 

looking into this, the Electoral Commission sidestepped the problem quite 
elegantly when it said, “Well, that is a matter for another day.” If you look 
at the Northern Irish example, you can have a non-ID card which, if you 

do not have one of the recognised forms of ID, you can apply for. I 
completely agree with Gavin that Northern Ireland is a very particular and 

different example from the rest of the country, but it has an example of 
where they introduced more rigorous ID. In its 2014 report, the Electoral 
Commission looked at that example and considered that the evidence was 

that it did not lead to a considerable drop in voting.  

In that January 2014 report at appendix A, there is an example of 
international voting identification requirements. It will not be news to any 
of your Lordships in this Committee that the United Kingdom is an outlier 

in having no requirement for identification. There are other countries where 
that is the case, but most countries have a much more rigorous standard. 

It is right to say that this is always a balancing exercise. Before it changes 
the law, Parliament should look at the international examples and how 
changes to require greater ID affect people. It has to be said that requiring 

an identification to vote when you require an identification to go into a 
nightclub on many occasions, to give a frivolous example, does not seem 

too unreasonable. 

The Chair: We are meeting in Tower Hamlets tomorrow. Is there a 

particular area of interest that you believe we should flag up? Gavin, you 

were involved there, were you not? 

Gavin Millar: No. I was involved in a much earlier Tower Hamlets case 

about a fraudulent election leaflet. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Is there anything you think that we should be 

flagging up tomorrow in particular? 

Francis Hoar: Your remit is elections and election fraud in particular. 

There are a number of other potential difficulties. I am in an ongoing case 
involving Tower Hamlets, which I certainly cannot comment on because I 
am waiting for judgment, but those are matters well outside the electoral 

category. Tower Hamlets seems to have done quite a lot to protect the 
integrity of its returning officer and returning officer team since the 
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judgment five years ago. There are other concerns that have been raised 
and are in the public domain about Tower Hamlets that I will not comment 

on, but I do not think they are within this remit. That is a rather 

disappointing answer from me. Sorry. 

Lord Janvrin: I think we have probably extensively covered this, 
particularly what you have been saying about the engagement of the 

police, so I will pass on my question. 

Q125 Baroness Suttie: I think you have touched a little bit on this already, but 
do you think electoral law is fit for purpose in dealing with fraud and voting 
offences? What changes would you like to see to protect the integrity of 

elections in the 21st century? 

Gavin Millar: We have touched on this. I think the problem is we have 

very old legislation in the Representation of the People Act with election 
offences, including bearing on fraud in various forms. If you were going to 
describe how it has evolved, you would say 140 years of tinkering followed 

by the last 20 years of manic bolting-on to the structure. In the last 20 
years, an incredibly complicated set of statutory instruments and 

subordinate legislation, devolved legislation and parallel legislation has 
created, from what was a relatively simple but outdated piece of legislation, 
this huge baroque edifice with bits hanging off it that even I, after 40 years 

at the Bar and 30 years practising election law, struggle with sometimes. 
Goodness knows what ordinary people, campaigners and others make of 

it.  

In the midst of that, there are these election offences. They are of two 

types corresponding to that history. There are the old ones—that is the 140 
years of tinkering—that remain exactly the same, and they are 

incomprehensible, and linguistically back in the 19th century and bear no 
relation to what we have today. In the manic legislation of the last 20 
years, there are some very familiar and straightforward ones, such as in 

false declarations on postal voting forms and false declarations in election 
expense returns, which we see in all kinds of different areas, as in welfare 

law, and so on and so forth, and it is a complete mess. 

Speaking as a part-time criminal lawyer, what you should have in any 

sensible system is a decision as to what the social evils are that you want 
to tackle through the legislation in that policy area. You should draft a set 

of offences that deal with those social evils and decide what the appropriate 
sanction is for each on a sliding scale of gravity and perhaps give some 
discretion to the court about how it deals with them. To do that, you have 

to start with a blank sheet of paper, and nobody has shown any inclination 
to do that since Parliament handed over jurisdiction to the judges. It is 

crazy.  

It is not fit for purpose for fraud, and there are other forms of fraud. It is 

not just postal voting fraud and registration fraud. There are fraudulent 
statements about candidates. There is bribery and other forms of 

corruption. They do not address what is going on in the system today. We 
have sat here for more than an hour, and we have not discussed all the 
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issues about social media campaigning and the regulation thereof, which 

are probably much more important than what we are talking about now.  

We have imprints on the bottom of election leaflets. People get messages 

on social media, on Facebook, from Moscow and wherever else they may 
be coming from, without knowing who on earth they are coming from, 
whether to credit them and what to make of them. As the Electoral 

Commission repeatedly advises, there is nothing dealing with that. That is 
a classic example of: identify the contemporaneous social evil, define a 

regulatory system or a criminal offence to deal with it. We are way off this. 

The Chair: On that very point about social media stuff, we are not tackling 

that because there is another Committee of the House doing so. 

Gavin Millar: You are very lucky, because you have a lot on your plate 
and it is not straightforward. There are certain basic things that could be 
done, but my point is that it has to be tackled. It has to be tackled on the 

very simple basis that we always devise criminal offences in this country. 
What should be criminalised? What is the social evil? Does it merit 

criminalisation? If so, how do we frame the criminal offence? What is the 
sanction? We should do that for the problems we face now in the electoral 

system, not problems we faced 160 years ago. 

Francis Hoar: I agree. One of the problems with the tinkering around and 

bolting-on effect that Gavin described is that it is a very linguistically 
complicated set of laws in the 1983 Act, which is very heavily amended by 
the 2000 Act and by other Acts and the 2000 Act. There are many 

references to other sections. To discover what a section says, sometimes 
you have to go back to another section, and another section and another 

section. It is extremely complicated, even for specialist lawyers, and that 
cannot be a good idea when you are running something that is one of the 
few things that everyone should be involved in—elections—either by 

voters, candidates or campaigners. That should be done. 

Specifically, it is very important, in my view, to change the system of bans 
from the three-year and five-year fixed bans. Richard Mawrey said that. 
He is absolutely right. For corrupt practices, there should be a maximum 

much more than five years: anything up to 20 or 25 years. Lutfur Rahman 
could be standing in an election in only two months’ time. That is 

concerning.  

I entirely agree that judges should be able to be given discretion. Perhaps 

the reasoning why they were not given discretion in the first place was that 
it could be seen that they were getting themselves involved in a very 
political question by reaching a decision as to how long somebody should 

be banned. I suspect that may be why that was introduced in that way. I 
think we can trust our judiciary to make decisions that are impartial. If we 

could not, they would not be our judiciary. For corrupt practices, I would 
maybe even have no limit. That would always be subject to appeal at a 

higher court if judges went wrong, but that is the same for anything and 

the same for criminal offences. 
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Q126 The Chair: The final question is: would you like to rate the Government’s 
efforts to tackle fraud since Eric Pickles’ report was published in 2016? A 

one-liner will do. 

Francis Hoar: The most tactful thing was what Richard Mawrey said, which 

is they had a lot of other things on their plate. That is as far as I will go. 

The Chair: Well, there we are. 

Gavin Millar: Worthy. 

The Chair: Worthy. Fair enough. Thank you very much indeed for coming 

along and spending well over an hour with us.   
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Examination of witness 

Richard Mawrey QC. 

Q111 The Chair: Welcome to this evidence session of the Select Committee on 
the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. You have in front 
of you a list of interests that have been declared by members of the 

Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the parliamentary 
website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the 

Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 
that transcript where necessary. Having got that formal bit over, we can 
start with our questions.  

Based on your experiences, how vulnerable do you think the electoral 
registration and voting systems are in the United Kingdom? Where do you 

see the key vulnerabilities in the registration and the voting systems? 

Richard Mawrey: The key vulnerability, and I accept that I have been 
banging on about this for about 15 years, is postal voting on demand. This 

undoubtedly opened the door to serious voter fraud. There has always been 
a small amount of voter fraud in the form of personation, but personation 

when you have personal voting at polling stations is difficult, it is risky and 
it requires a lot of people to make a difference. You have to find people 
who are prepared to come along and cast bogus votes, and take the risk 

that if somebody spots them they may be arrested and charged. 
Personation tends, although not invariably, to attract a prison sentence. It 

is therefore high-risk.  

The moment you have postal voting on demand, the postal vote can be 

carried out anywhere. So long as it reaches the returning officer by close 
of poll on polling day, the actual paper can be filled in anywhere from next 

door to the polling station basically to Timbuktu. There are virtually no 

controls over who is exercising the postal vote.  
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This has led to postal votes being falsified, stolen or altered. One of the 
problems I highlighted in the Birmingham election case in 2005 was 

completed voting papers being intercepted and opened, and if the crosses 
were in the wrong place they were scrubbed out and crosses inserted in 

the right place. In that case, that had happened in probably no more than 
150 to 200 votes. None the less, bearing in mind that the actual tally of 

bogus votes in the Birmingham election—we never quite got to the bottom 
of it—was something like half the votes cast for the “winning candidates”, 
and we are talking about candidates who were elected by between 3,000 

and 3,500 votes, 1,500 to 2,000 were forgeries. That would not be so easily 
possible today, because various changes have been made that make it a 

lot more difficult. It is still possible, but it would require a lot more 

organisation than is probably worth while.  

I see the supplementary question, and will add that answer, if I may. I 
have discussed this on a number of occasions with Sir Eric Pickles, and we 
agree that the real vulnerability is local authority elections. There are two 

reasons for this. The first is the obvious one: local authority wards are 
small and voter turnout in local authority elections is modest—if 40% turn 

out, it is a good year, and sometimes it is not much more than 30%—so 

number of votes needed to elect a candidate is relatively small. 

In a parliamentary constituency, one knows that in every election there are 
Members who are voted by one vote or 10 and they become the famous 

marginals. But the volatility of parliamentary constituencies is such that 
you would have to indulge in very substantial fraud to get yourself or your 
candidate elected to Parliament. In wards, particularly inner-city or inner-

town wards, there may be a very small geographical area and a relatively 
small electorate, so the amount of votes you need to forge or steal—

however you want to put it—is relatively small. 

In Slough, for example, the number of bogus votes for the winning 

candidate was probably no more than 300. It was not a lot, but it was 
enough to get this candidate elected. As it happened, the election of that 

candidate gave one party control of the council rather than another party. 
When I set the election aside and it was rerun, the party that had been 
petitioner before me won, so the council changed hands. In that case, the 

fraud, had it gone undetected, would have created a false majority for one 
party in the council at Slough. The first reason, therefore, is that, where 

there is a small turnout, a relatively small amount of fraud is needed. 

The second reason is this—and, again, I agree with Sir Eric on this. 

Curiously enough, being a councillor is seen by very many people as a 
much more powerful and desirable job than being an MP. As an MP you 

may be a Back-Bencher in an opposition party for the whole of your political 
career. But a councillor, even an opposition councillor, has power, has 
clout, and can fix things. It is perceived—one finds this time and time 

again, particularly in urban areas—that getting yourself or your friends 
made councillors is putting them into a position of power. So the incentive 

and the opportunity are greater with local authorities than with 

parliamentary elections or referendums.  
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As you are dealing with the registration of voting, I will just add that the 
use of electoral malpractice generally, very much for the reasons I have 

indicated, is much more common at a local level than at a parliamentary 

level. That is what I would say about the vulnerabilities of the system. 

On the registration side of it, it is very difficult to prevent two forms of 
registration malpractice. The first is registering bogus people. Even after 

the 2013 Act, it is a lot easier than you might think. The Tower Hamlets 
election was after the 2013 Act. None the less, we had bogus, non-existent, 

people. Provided you control the addresses to which the voting papers are 
to be sent, you are controlling the votes. The changes that were made in 
2005, whereby you had to give a signature and a date of birth, were fine, 

but if you are creating a bogus person it is not very difficult to create a 

bogus date of birth and a bogus signature. It is very easy to do.  

One of the ways in which this came to light in Slough was that the other 
side, the petitioners, carried out checks. What blew it was that they found 

there were four houses in which 18 voters were registered, all of whom 
had voted for the winning party. When they observed these four houses, 

they found that they were derelict and nobody had lived there for years. 

The people who had been registered were simply non-existent. 

There is another and much more subtle kind of fraud, which is more difficult 
to guard against. Local elections do not take place every year in the same 

area. One year, it may be London and one year in the counties and so on. 
If, for example, you do not have an election in London but you have an 
election in Slough, as happened in 2008, you round up a lot of your friends 

who live in London and you get them to register in Slough. They are real 
people, they would pass any ID checks, they have real dates of birth and 

real signatures. The only thing that is bogus is their address. Provided you 
can control an address for their papers to arrive, you register these people 
and it is very difficult to prevent that sort of fraud. There were quite a large 

number of people there—and in Tower Hamlets; in Tower Hamlets, rather 
bizarrely, some of the councillors who did not live in the borough had 

registered themselves in particular wards. It was a clear but detectable 

case of fraud. That happens. Those are what I see as the vulnerabilities. 

The Chair: Can you put any weight to this in terms of numbers? What you 
are describing is quite horrific. You have been involved in various cases, 

but I cannot get any feel of the scale. You have described the Birmingham 
case, and Tower Hamlets and so on, but overall, with the intelligence that 

you have, how much of this is going on? What is the weight? 

Richard Mawrey: I would love to know. One of the reasons why we do 

not know is because it is not policed in any real sense. The only time this 
comes to light is if a petition is brought. Very, very occasionally, people get 
the evidence together and go to the police and, if they are lucky, interest 

the police in taking a part. But the police take the view, not unreasonably, 
that unless they are presented with what might be described as an oven-

ready case, they do not act.  
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The only prosecution that has resulted from any of the decisions that I 
have made was Slough, where the local force, at Thames Valley, sent a 

detective sergeant who sat in court throughout the entire proceedings. 
When it was over and I had decided that there had been fraud and 

disqualified the candidate, the officer then arrested the candidate and his 
chief henchman. My recollection is that they got lengthy jail sentences at 

Reading Crown Court, but that is very rare. So it is policed, in so far as it 
is policed at all, by the other politicians in the borough. Bringing a petition 

is extremely expensive.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I ask you a simple question? What would 
you like us to recommend? I have listened very closely to what you are 

saying. What would you like? 

Richard Mawrey: I will give you a simple answer. I would like to see the 
end of postal voting on demand. I know that sounds radical, but it has all 
these dangers and no serious evidence has been produced of it creating 

any benefits. There is no evidence to show that people are exercising their 
votes because they have a postal vote rather than going to a polling station 

in order to cast their votes. There is no evidence that it has empowered 
the marginalised, which is what I heard a lot of when I was being debriefed 

by government after the Birmingham case. There is no evidence for that. 

One of the strange things, although it is purely fortuitous, is that the first 

election when there were postal votes on demand saw a drop of something 
like 15% in turnout from the election before. Obviously, the two are not 
connected, but it does show that postal voting on demand to boost 

participation in the electoral system has not worked. It has not increased 
turnout and there is no evidence that it has caused people to vote who 

would not otherwise vote. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In your evidence, you gave us the statistics 

following Birmingham, and then I think I heard you say that things had 

improved. What had improved? 

Richard Mawrey: What improved slightly was that, following 
Birmingham—I cannot off the top of my head remember the year—there 

was an electoral Act passed in, I think, 2005, which introduced the 
signature and the date of birth. That was all very fine and dandy and that 

made it a little more difficult. It was a sticking plaster but not a very big 

one.  

The reason—this is the key with registration—is that registration is 
essentially unpoliced. It is unpoliced, because registration officers do not 
have the resources to carry out policing of voter applications. If you get an 

application at the town hall to register somebody as a vote and it has on 
the face of it a perfectly good address which you can find in the directory, 

it has what look to be like plausible people and you have signatures and all 
the details, it may be genuine or it may be false, but there is nobody 

checking because there is no mechanism to check. That is the problem with 
registration. That is how you can register non-existent people and that is 

how you can register people from out of town. 
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Q112 Baroness Pidding: I think you have partly answered this question, but I 
will ask it anyway in case there is anything you would like to add. One of 

the reasons given for the introduction of the ERA Act 2013 was to tackle 
fraud. Do you think the Act has achieved its ambition in tackling fraud? 

Richard Mawrey: Again, up to a point, but it is dealing at the margins 
with a problem that is not very soluble. The difficulty is establishing the 

identity of people who are registering to vote. If we had a system, for 
example, where everybody in the country had an identity card, as they do 
on the continent, there would be no problem—I appreciate that that is a 

very hot topic.  

On the continent you have an identity card and, in order to register, you 

go to your local town hall, produce your identity card and you are put on 
the list. When you vote, you go along to the town hall or polling station—

whatever it is—you produce your identity card, they check you off on the 
list, and you put your paper in the ballot box. Electoral fraud of the kind 
we have had here is almost unknown in continental countries. That may or 

not be a good reason for having an ID card, but that is one of the pluses.  

With us, there are objections even to asking for your national insurance 
number, because some people do not have national insurance numbers. 
Photo ID is difficult, there is no doubt. Those of us who have driving 

licences and passports have photo ID, but there are plenty of people who 
want to vote who may not have either. That is the difficulty; you must draw 

a balance between checking ID and not disenfranchising people who may 
not be able to produce the necessary documents. Frankly, polling at polling 
stations is a minor problem, because personation at polling stations is a 

minor problem. It is the postal votes that give the fraudster his 

opportunity. 

Q113 Baroness Mallalieu: Can I ask you about the current election petitions 
and the election court system, of which there has been major criticism, as 

you are well aware? In particular, Sir Eric Pickles told us that present 
systems were antiquated and useless. Is that your view and, if so, what 

changes would you like to see made? At the present time, it appears that 
they are pretty well discouraging people because of the likely cost involved 
to individuals who want to bring them forward. 

Richard Mawrey: Here again I agree with Sir Eric Pickles, although I 
would probably not be quite as mealy-mouthed about it as he is. I sat as 

an election judge from the mid-1990s to 2015 when I hit the retirement 
age. I have been saying all along that this is a crazy way to deal with 
contested elections. It was perfectly reasonable when it was introduced in 

1868, but is no longer viable. It requires, as you know, a petition either by 
a defeated candidate or by four electors who are registered to vote in the 

election. It is exceedingly expensive and you have to do all the work. You 
have to get all the evidence and present it. You nearly always have to 

instruct counsel. They take a long time to fight and you risk a huge bill of 

costs.  
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The unfortunate petitioners in Tower Hamlets won virtually every round, 
and it ended up with the former mayor, Lutfur Rahman, being turned out 

of office and disqualified for five years. It was a total victory. I ordered that 
the costs be paid by the respondent. What happened? He did not have the 

money, declared himself bankrupt, and the four petitioners have faced an 
enormous bill. I gather that Francis Hoar will give evidence before you later 

today. He was, as you know, counsel for the petitioners in Tower Hamlets. 

He will probably tell you, but I imagine he is unpaid to this day.  

Here we had someone who was, on my decision, which was not successfully 
appealed, guilty of the most appalling malpractice. You name it, he did it. 
Bribery, falsification of votes, using undue religious influence, badmouthing 

candidates to the extent of being an electoral offence. He was turned out 
of office at the behest not of the state or the police or the prosecution but 

four citizens who are now themselves facing bankruptcy. Not a good idea.  

There is also the policing of it. Imagine: four ordinary citizens, or even one 

ordinary citizen in the case of a candidate who has been defeated, have to 
find the evidence. The key thing is that most of the evidence will exist only 

before the election, so you must suspect that is going to happen so you 

can keep tabs on it before it does happen.  

In Slough, the Labour Party, who were represented incidentally by Gavin 
Millar, who is also giving evidence before you, suspected in 2006 that the 

Conservatives were working voter frauds, but they were not able to prove 
it. Come the next year’s election, they got a team together before the 
election, in a sense put the dogs on the trail of the candidate and his 

henchman, and spotted what they were up to. That is how they found the 
derelict houses and so on. That was all private enterprise by members of 

the Slough Central Labour Party. They did that unaided and they managed 
to get the evidence together, which was fine. That is not a very good idea, 

however.  

How can we deal with that? The first thing that I suggested—I gave a small 

conference on it in 2006 in which I gave the keynote speech—was bringing 
electoral courts within the basic court system. It seems silly that you should 
send two High Court judges in the case of a parliamentary election, or an 

election commissioner, nearly always a senior QC, out to sit in a town hall 
or a library to try these cases. They should be as much part of the High 

Court and county court system as any other action.  

The next thing that would be a very good idea is this. On the present 

system, if you bring a petition, the petition is issued in the Queen’s Bench 
Division of the High Court. As you probably know, a small panel of Queen’s 

Bench judges is nominated every year to be the election rota judges. A 
petition comes before two of those, and essentially you must show that it 
is not frivolous nonsense. If it is not frivolous nonsense, and the test is 

very low, the judges order that there is the trial of an election petition, as 
I say by High Court judges for parliamentary and by a commissioner for 

local, and in the case of local elections a commissioner is nominated and is 

asked to try it. At that stage, therefore, there is a minimal vetting process.  
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When I discussed this with Sir Eric Pickles, we thought it would be a good 
idea to have a halfway house between purely official prosecutions from day 

one, because there are not the resources and it would not happen, but you 
have a case where, if a petition is clearly well founded in that there is 

cogent evidence for it so it is not frivolous, at that stage, it having come 
before the judges of the Queen’s Bench Division, it goes forward but on the 

basis that the prosecution, so to speak, of the petition is carried out by 
some emanation of the state and not by the individuals. That means that, 
rather like a private prosecution being taken over by the CPS or the DPP, 

it would work on that basis.  

This would obviate, first, the petitioners putting everything on the line; 

secondly, the amateurishness of petitions and getting evidence in; and, 
thirdly, if it were done on that sort of basis, any suggestion that it was 

politicised—obviously, you do not want a state prosecutor at elections, 
because then the suggestion would be that you can prosecute the 
opposition parties and turn a blind eye to the government parties. It would 

probably be false, but that perception could easily be created. If it started 
in what might be termed the old way but then, if it has legs, it is taken 

over by an equivalent of the CPS, that would work. 

The Chair: I take it that you are clear about this. Have you written all this 

up as an alternative? It seems to me that if there is an alternative, and 
particularly if it costs less, that ought to be attractive to government. It 

would be helpful if you have written up all that about the alternative 

scheme. This could be a recommendation. 

Richard Mawrey: I am happy to put a paper into the Committee. That is 

no problem. 

The Chair: That would be very helpful. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could we know why it was rejected in your 

conversation with the Minister? 

Richard Mawrey: I think there was a feeling, back in 2005, that this was 
all a one-off or it was all to do with the Muslim Asian community; that it 

was almost a cultural thing. It was not. There was a very simple reason 
why it was the Muslim Asian community in Birmingham, as I said in my 
judgment. Birmingham’s Muslim Asians, up to 2003, were pretty solid 

Labour. Then we invaded Iraq. In the first partial election they had after 
that, the Labour Party did badly. When it came to the next election, which 

was a full council election, there was, I regret to say, a concerted effort to 
win back the Muslim Asian wards by massive fraud. Curiously enough, the 
people who brought it to light were other Muslim Asians living in the same 

ward. This was by no means, therefore, one culture against another. The 
reason why it was Muslim Asians was entirely linked to the need to win 

back Labour wards after the Iraq war. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I am sorry to press this, but you said you had 

a conversation with Mr Pickles. I thought the conversation with Mr Pickles 

came much later. Why is he still rejecting it? 
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Richard Mawrey: I am sorry, I misunderstood. I thought you meant my 
debriefing after Birmingham. When I discussed this with Sir Eric Pickles, he 

agreed with the idea that you should have these two stages. I am so sorry; 

this was about two years ago.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: That is all we need to know. That is fine. 

Lord Hayward: Just to clarify, when Sir Eric gave evidence he said, if I 
recall correctly, that he had applied through government to get the costs 

paid by government and it was other parts of government that turned it 

down.  

The Chair: From memory, that is right. I wonder if we might crack on and 

move to Lord Dykes’s question. 

Q114 Lord Dykes: The Committee has so far heard arguments in favour of some 
reform to address how electoral offences and instances of 

maladministration are dealt with. Should there be a central complaints 
mechanism for voters? What would be the pros and cons of such a system?  

Richard Mawrey: I see the idea, but I am not sure that it is workable. 

The key thing with elections is that if you are going to challenge them you 
have to challenge them quickly. One of the downsides of petitions is that 

you have to bring a petition within three weeks. That is a big downside. 
Another downside is that once you have framed your petition, for arcane 

legal reasons that I have never understood, you cannot amend it so you 
cannot add new charges. So you have to add quickly a complaints 
mechanism. I think complaints would run into the sand. People complain 

to the police, but even the police, who now have dedicated officers for 
electoral fraud, as I said do not have the resources to carry out the 

investigations and to prosecute. A complaints mechanism sounds good, but 
I suspect it would be no more than a sounding board—a grumble forum, if 

I can put it that way. It is a nice idea, but I do not think it would work. 

The Chair: Do you think that returning officers and electoral registration 

officers should be subject to Freedom of Information Act requirements to 

help evidence gathering in the case of complaints being made? 

Richard Mawrey: I do not think there is much information that is not 
available as it is. Electoral registration officers have the registers, which 
are certainly open to the political parties. One of the principal tools that 

petitioners have used before me is that they have the electoral register. 
They are disclosed and you can get hold of electoral registration 

documents. The only thing that you cannot get hold of without a court 
order is the ballot papers, the obvious reason being the secrecy of the 
ballot. You have a court order, and when they are looked at by the court 

they are looked at in terms of secrecy, so that you only reveal who voted 
for whom if it is absolutely necessary as a part of the process and almost 

invariably with the consent of the person concerned.  

For example, in Birmingham we had witnesses who came along and said, 

“I’ve been shown my ballot paper. As you see on the ballot paper I 
originally voted for A, B and C, and someone has crossed it out and put D, 
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E and F”. They were willing to do that, but secrecy of the ballot paper is 
fundamental and can only be subject to court processes. All the other 

information is largely available.  

One of the key things is that when people register—one of the great 
indications of fraud is lots of registrations at the very last moment, because 
they think that people will not check—all that information can be and is got 

by the political parties. The answer to your question is that it would not 
reveal much more information than those officers have already and make 

available. 

Lord Hayward: In relation to that process, should there be some formal 

requirement for each polling station, polling station officer, or whatever it 
might be, to record information, including for example how many people 

are unable to vote and other what one might describe as relevant pieces 

of information or events? 

Richard Mawrey: I am not totally certain. Because I have had so little 
concern with polling at polling stations, I am not sure what they record 

now. I suspect, but I am not sure and someone else would know, that they 
may have to record the occasions where a voter has to be assisted to vote 
because the voter is, for example, not very literate or does not speak 

English very well. I know that the polling station officers sometimes have 
a lot of trouble stopping perhaps overbearing husbands accompanying their 

wives into the polling booth and that sort of thing or, indeed, someone who 
expresses himself to be an elder and a person of great repute in the 
community assisting his friends to vote. That is fairly routine, but most 

polling station officers are very polite but say only one person in the booth 

at a time. 

Lord Hayward: Can I put words into your mouth and interpret what you 
have said—that events at polling stations per se and recording of them 

have not been issues generally in relation to the cases that you have 

handled? 

Richard Mawrey: Yes, with one exception. At Tower Hamlets, one of the 
issues was intimidation of voters outside the polling station. It is grey area 

as to whose baby it is. Is it the polling officers’, whose remit is just within 
the polling station, or is it that of the police, and where is the boundary to 

be drawn? In that case, there was a lot of what I suspect many people 
would call intimidation. I concluded very reluctantly, as you can see from 
my judgment, that it did not quite hit the levels of intimidation required by 

the decided cases; I have to say that most of the cases were decided in 

the 19th century when intimidation meant chaps with cudgels. 

One of the things I discussed with Sir Eric Pickles was whether the criteria 
for intimidation ought to be lowered somewhat, because there was a fair 

amount of what you or I might call intimidation. Whether that is the 
responsibility of the polling officers or the police is not easy to say and, 

unless you commit an obvious public order offence, the police have more 
to do on polling day than running you in, particularly if there is a crowd of 

you. That is a problem, and I am not sure what the answer is.  
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Lord Hayward: Before I ask my other question, I should identify that I 
have been sad enough to go and watch elections in Tower Hamlets and 

turned up at your case and listened to evidence being given and the cross-
examination, et cetera. Following on from that, should the Electoral 

Commission be given more enforcement powers, or does that fall under 
the category that you identified that it would be so far after the event that 

it would not work? 

Richard Mawrey: I discussed this with a number of people. Should the 

Electoral Commission have more powers? It depends on the nature of the 
Electoral Commission. As you probably know, in Australia there is an 
electoral commission, but that is the commission that runs the elections. 

It is responsible for running them itself and policing them as opposed to 
simply being a body to regulate it. At present, they have relatively few 

enforcement procedures. They can of course proceed when candidates 
spend too much money and that sort of thing. Again, they do not have the 
resources. They would have to have the resources. They would have to 

have, in effect, an investigative arm, and they might operate as the 

complaints bureau, in a sense. 

If they had an investigating arm and possibly even a prosecuting arm, they 
might be the agency that would carry forward petitions once they had got 

beyond the first stage. That would work. They would work rather like the 
prosecutions department of HMRC, or something like that, or possibly the 

FCA. That is a possibility. As presently constituted, though, it probably 
could not do that. You would have to reconstitute the Electoral Commission 
to give it more teeth and to give it a specific enforcement branch such as 

HMRC. 

The Chair: Lord Campbell-Savours believes that his questions have been 

dealt with, so I turn to Lord Janvrin. 

Q115 Lord Janvrin: You mentioned briefly that the registration officers do not 
have the resources to police applications. Can I return to the question of 

registration officers and their powers? Do you think that registration 
officers and returning officers are equipped with adequate powers for 
dealing with instances of suspected fraud? 

Richard Mawrey: No, they are not. They have virtually no powers. A 
registration officer can remove someone from the register if they are 

satisfied that they should not be on it. That is to say that they do not exist, 
they do not live there, they are dead or whatever. That power is exercised 
in practice almost entirely by people who have, so to speak, an interest in 

the matter, normally local politicians who feel that there may be 
registration offences going on, coming to the registration officer and 

saying, “I challenge the registration of Joe Bloggs at 1 Station Road, 
because I don’t think that he lives there” or “I don’t think there has ever 
been a Joe Bloggs at that address”. If you present some sort of evidence, 

the registration officer will remove the name from the register. That is a 
very cumbersome procedure and the registration officer is reactive and not 

proactive, because there are simply no means for the registration officer 

to be proactive. He does not have the staff, the time or the money. 
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Q116 Baroness Suttie: I declare an interest as a trustee of IPPR and as an 
associate of Global Partners Governance.  

Turning to electoral law, do you think electoral law is up to the task of 
dealing with fraud and voting offences? What changes would you like to 

see to provide a suitable framework for protecting the integrity of elections 
in the 21st century? 

Richard Mawrey: I am not alone in thinking what needs to be done. The 
current legislation, as you know, is the Representation of the People Act 
1983. That contains almost an archive of electoral offences back to the old 

common-law offences in the 18th century and before. They are dotted here 
and there in the Act and some are considered to be corrupt practices, some 

are illegal practices and some have been added by the various bits and 
bobs of legislation. We need a proper code, either as part of a 
representation of the people Act or as a freestanding code of legislation 

that sets out the parameters for fair elections, the electoral offences, what 
they consist of and the penalties for them, both penalties if they are 

criminal offences and penalties for being disqualified from being a 

candidate in an election. That would be a very useful tool.  

For example, the undue religious influence that was so controversial, as I 
suspected it might be, at Tower Hamlets, is in the middle of one of those 

compendious 19th century clauses which contains almost everything 
including the kitchen sink, including undue religious influence, intimidation, 
and this that and the other. They are not defined, so you must rely entirely 

on decided cases. In the case of undue religious influence, it is cases last 

decided in the Meath election of 1892 in the south of Ireland.  

This is unsatisfactory. We need an actual code. We have codes for criminal 
offences, such as the Theft Act, and that would be either a discrete part of 

a representation of the people act or a discrete code. Then people would 
know what you could or could not do. That would eliminate the large 

number of grey areas of electoral malpractice about which there is so much 

argument before judges like me. 

Lord Lexden: Who should construct the code? 

Richard Mawrey: My preferred choice would be the Law Commission, 

because they are very good at that and they are also very good at taking 
slightly antiquated legislation, filleting it and bringing it up to modern 

standards. My second choice would be the  Electoral Commission, because 

they do not have the legislative experience of the Law Commission.  

Q117 Baroness Eaton: How would you rate the Government’s efforts to tackle 
fraud since Eric Pickles’ report was published in 2016? 

Richard Mawrey: Out of how many? I do not think I would give it five, as 
they used to say in the old television programme. The answer is that they 
have had more important things to do. On a more serious note, because 

this is largely a problem of local elections, it is fair to say that national 
politicians have not always given electoral malpractice quite the 

prominence that they should.  
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It is electoral malpractice at a local level that makes a difference. The 
Mayor of Tower Hamlets handles a budget of, what, £9 million4? That is big 

potatoes. Being an MP for a Tower Hamlets constituency, for example, is a 
considerable honour, but you ain’t handling large sums of money. There is 

a perception at national level that this is a problem that we need not worry 

about. But I think it is one that we should worry about.  

The Chair: Lord Mawson indicated to me some time ago that he had an 
insight into matters in Tower Hamlets. I invited him to come along today 

and, if he has any questions, perhaps now would be the time to put them. 

Lord Mawson: I am not sure I have an insight, but it is very interesting 

to listen to what you have to say. I have worked in Tower Hamlets for many 
years and I should declare an interest as I have known Lutfur Rahman 

since he was a teenager. It was interesting to hear what you were saying 
about that. How endemic do you think it was? Maybe you did not dig into 
that in relation to Lutfur Rahman. I can hear worries in Tower Hamlets 

about the present MP and his personal assistant. There are a set of things 

going on there which I hear colleagues worry about.  

Richard Mawrey: The answer is that it started bad but got worse, because 
everyone was scared to deal with it. It is no secret, and it was in my 

judgment, that one of the reasons why Lutfur Rahman was as successful 
as he was in avoiding trouble for as long as he did was that he was a past 

master at playing, to put it crudely, the race card. You criticise him, you 

are an Islamophobe. 

Lord Mawson: He is a lawyer, of course. 

Richard Mawrey: He was a lawyer. I say “was”, because one of the weird 

consequences of adverse findings is that if you are a barrister or solicitor 
you are automatically referred to your professional body. If you are a 

doctor, accountant, or clergyman even, that does not happen. For those 
two professions, however, largely because in the 19th century they 

dominated politics, you are automatically reported. So he was, I believe, 

put off the tracks by the Solicitors Regulation Authority.  

That said, he was a past master at silencing his critics by accusations, 
putting it bluntly, of racism and Islamophobia. This is why, and again I 
commented on this in my judgment so it is no secret, the local emanations 

of the Met ran very scared of him and nothing was done about it for a long 

time.  

Funnily enough, it was Eric Pickles who had the courage to put in 
PriceWaterhouse to examine the financial affairs of the borough. At that 

point, the balloon went up, because all the financial malpractice that I later 
commented on in my judgment came to light. That was an external force, 

in this case Sir Eric, deciding to intervene in the borough by putting in 

 
4 The witness subsequently corrected this figure to £9 billion. 
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accountants to see exactly what had been going on. Had it been left to the 

borough itself, he would still be there. 

Lord Mawson: Did you get a feel for how endemic it was in the team 

around Lutfur Rahman, or maybe that was not your brief? 

Richard Mawrey: As you know, he created his own political party, Tower 

Hamlets First, which consisted very largely of his own associates. It was a 
wonderful political party that had no bank account and no headquarters. I 

do not know how the Electoral Commission passed it, but they were 
intimidated as well; they just nodded it through—a political party that does 
not have a bank account, but there we are. His coterie were undoubtedly, 

as I found, as corrupt as he was. They manipulated this thing as what used 
to be called a rotten borough. Through the committees and gross misuse 

of public funds to subsidise this here and subsidise that there they built up 
a considerable empire within the borough, and anybody who disagreed was 

in real trouble.  

I have to say there was a climate of fear among those who might be minded 

to oppose him, particularly in his own Bangladeshi community. There were 
lots of Bangladeshi-heritage people who were Labour, Lib Dem or 
Conservative and who felt that the whole weight of the community and of 

its religion were being targeted on them; not on non-Bangladeshi people 
but on them. That was what was so bad about it. It was the non-Rahman 

Bangladeshis, some of them, who were going in fear. Around the edges of 

it there were problems of witness intimidation. That is your answer. 

Lord Hayward: You said earlier that Lutfur Rahman had been banned for 
five years. That means that his time is almost up and therefore he is in a 

position to come back into politics in Tower Hamlets imminently, by my 
calculation. Does that worry you and, if so, what actions should be taken 
to ensure that either he—I do not want you to get into legal difficulties—or 

people who are intending to follow the same route should be stopped? Is 

it longer bans or what? 

Richard Mawrey: You are quite right that I gave my judgment on 23 April 
2015, so on 23 April of this year he will be back, so to speak, licensed to 

stand as a candidate. Fortunately, there is not a mayoral election until 

2022.  

The key here is that if you follow my suggestion that you rejig electoral 
offences, as with driving offences there should be a discretion in the 

tribunal to lengthen or shorten the period of disqualification. If you are 
found guilty of corrupt practices by an election court, you are automatically 
disqualified for five years, and it does not matter whether that was one 

forged vote, which would be sufficient if you were a candidate and 
responsible for it. One forged vote, even if you won by 20,000, would 

disqualify you. The same would apply if you had massive fraud and 
malpractice. It is five years, dead. If it is merely an illegal practice, the 

distinction between the two is almost worse than the distinction between a 
felony and a misdemeanour. It is nothing to do with seriousness; it is just 
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categorisation. For an illegal practice, you are disqualified for three years. 

Again, it may be too much or it may be too little.  

The election judge should have the power to decide the length of 

disqualification. They may take the view that, although it is enough to get 
the election set aside, it is so trivial that you need not disqualify them at 
all. On the other hand, you might say that this person ought not to be 

allowed near a polling booth again and disqualify them for much longer 
periods. At the moment, however, your hands are tied. It is entirely 

automatic. For corrupt practices, it is five years. 

The Chair: Thank you very much indeed for coming along and sharing 

your thoughts with us. We look forward to the Richard Mawrey QC election 

court plan. 

Richard Mawrey: It will not be soon, but I will do it as soon as I can. I 

will let your secretariat have it. 

The Chairman: Thank you for coming.  

  



Virginia McVea, Chief Electoral Officer for Northern Ireland – Oral evidence (QQ 

127-146) 

 

 

Virginia McVea, Chief Electoral Officer for Northern 
Ireland – Oral evidence (QQ 127-146) 

 

Evidence Session No. 12 Heard in Public Questions 127 - 146 

 

3 March 2020 

 

Watch the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chair); Lord Campbell-Savours; 

Lord Dykes; Lord Hayward; Lord Janvrin; Baroness Pidding; Lord Wills. 
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Virginia McVea. 

Q127 The Chair: Welcome to this evidence session of the Select Committee on 
the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. You have in front 
of you a list of interests that have been declared by members of the 

Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the parliamentary 
website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the 

committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 
that transcript where necessary. That is the formal bit.  

We will make a start. Welcome to you. What has the experience been of 

Northern Ireland with having Individual Electoral Registration over a longer 
period than Great Britain? What lessons have been learned?  

Virginia McVea: Thank you for the welcome. It was definitely the right 
decision. In thinking about this question, it would have been difficult to 
imagine our current operation working through a head-of-household 

system. For example, in Northern Ireland, we essentially have, in the 
Electoral Office, a full credit profile for electors in Northern Ireland, and it 

is difficult to imagine a head of a household being able to provide that list 
of data for all the people who occupy the same building. When you move 

into the developments around data protection, it is difficult to imagine how 
they would be privy to all those pieces of data; we have national insurance 
numbers and dates of birth, and still capture wet signatures in Northern 

Ireland. With all of that in mind, it is difficult to imagine how the head-of-

household system would have worked. 

The short answer is that, from our point of view, it has been a success and 
certainly builds towards perhaps more visionary use of data going forward 

in the electors’ interests. 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/b4430e3b-89c1-48dd-871d-a9b6d9d27b64
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The Chair: There is nobody around the place saying, “Bring back the old 

system.” 

Virginia McVea: No. It is a fairly brief answer in that regard. 

Q128 Lord Hayward: You may have, in part, just answered this question by 
your one-word response. Do you think that the system works well and 

succeeds in its objectives? 

Virginia McVea: Yes. In terms of objectives, there were many 

conversations and reflections in relation to electoral fraud and perception 
of electoral fraud. As things stand, I do not have any concerns at present 
in relation to electoral fraud in Northern Ireland, and it is my understanding 

that that would be the position of the Electoral Commission. 

Essentially, it has shown that people are capable of managing their own 
data and working with the system. We have 1,293,971 voters registered 
as our electorate, and there is still population growth of about 0.6% in 

Northern Ireland and we have about 20% under 15. In terms of young 
people and handling their data, there were concerns in relation to other 

people within a household being able to do it, and that has not proven a 

difficulty. 

Lord Hayward: May I ask something in association with that? We have 
been provided with figures in relation to accuracy and completeness of the 

registers. Generally, in terms of evidence that we have heard about 
accuracy of registers, the emphasis has been on those multiracial and 
multi-ethnic cities, where there is a high level of churn in terms of rented 

accommodation, including private rented accommodation. Northern 
Ireland has a pretty stable electorate, for the most part, and I was 

surprised by these levels of accuracy and completeness, given the 

demographics of most of Northern Ireland.   

Virginia McVea: Part of that story is about coming near to a use-by date 
in relation to our canvass, because of the length of the period between one 

canvass and another, so we can end up in a 10-year situation. You see it 
coming to end-of-life. That said, with the amount of election activity that 
there has been, those figures that were collated in December 2018 by the 

Electoral Commission will have altered.  

What you say about social mobility in relation to the rented sector holds 

true for Northern Ireland. It may not be to the same length but that is the 
area where we think, particularly coming up to canvass, more work needs 

to be done. Getting the data from the Housing Executive has been a goal 
of the office. We are in discussions at the minute, particularly in relation to 
canvass, because I know it has been working with the Northern Ireland 

Statistics and Research Agency to try to make sure that group is reached, 
because it would be an area where there is a concern over the accuracy 

and completeness. 

Q129 The Chair: When you spoke about fraud earlier, you said you did not think 

there was any. Did you mean that there was no fraud anywhere in the 
electoral system, or just in registration? 
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Virginia McVea: In terms of any systemic issue, given where the 
conversations had arisen some time ago, before the legislation was brought 

in in 2002, there is not the same perception currently in Northern Ireland. 
That is my understanding and from the Electoral Commission as well. That 

is not to say that there is no fraud at all; occasionally, I will have visits 
from the PSNI in relation to ID cards and people losing registration and 

whatnot, but, in terms of systemic indicators of widespread fraud or, even 
more importantly, the perception of fraud, it would not be the same 

conversation, as I understand it. 

Q130 Lord Janvrin: May I follow up on one point? I think this is my ignorance. 
You did away with an annual canvass in Northern Ireland. Who now decides 

when the canvass should take place? Are you content that you will, 
effectively, go for seven years without one, so that continuous registration 

is running for seven years before you take stock again?  

Virginia McVea: My answer to that might be more lengthy and possibly 
less erudite. You do come to an end-of-life. When I listen to my electoral 

administrator colleagues across the UK, we understand that elections are 
perhaps the greatest motivation for people to come on to the register, and 

there is lots of debate about that.  

We will try to match the data in Northern Ireland, in quarters across the 

year. We get DWP data and then our health authority data, which is 
referred to as BSO data. When we do not find a match in relation to names 

or addresses, we will do a mailshot. At the start of this year, we did a 
mailshot to about 20,000 people, saying, “We think something may have 
changed. You may have moved house. You may have married and changed 

your name. We are not finding a match. Can you come back to us?” We 
had a return of about 3,000, so that process is not very efficient or 

productive in making those matches. There are lots of possibilities that we 
might come on to discuss about what can be done with the data that we 

have to work more effectively. 

The difficulty in Northern Ireland is that, after encouraging all these people 

to go on to the register for the electoral events that we have had, their 
reward is that I come to them later in the year and say, “We are now in 
July. Thank you very much. Everybody is going off the register, thank you 

very much, and you all have to reapply to go on to the register”. I do not 
have the advantage of a knockout date, so I cannot say, “You must do this 

by such a date”. If I have reason to believe that the data is so poor that I 
cannot stand over it, then those people come off the register in December 
2020, but there is a rollover period of two years, during which we continue 

to chase.  

I recently described that to a journalist and he told me that I was hurting 
his head. I had hoped that he could come up with a soundbite that would 
enable me to communicate that to the public, because it would hurt your 

head, and that is very often a good indicator of whether it is an efficient 
and effective process. Doing that will be problematic for us, not least with 

coronavirus now coming into the mix.  



Virginia McVea, Chief Electoral Officer for Northern Ireland – Oral evidence (QQ 

127-146) 

 

We think that, with the data that we have, we could chase areas of lower 
registration throughout a period. We also think that, with the 

administrative data that the Government have collated, we could work to 
a by-exception system, in terms of the new legislation that there is, for 

example, for England, where we say, “We have you as Mr So-and-so at 
this address. If that is correct, please tick”, whereas, as I say, I have to 

approach the electors in Northern Ireland and say, “Everyone must now 
reapply”. Previously, that caused difficulty as I came into post and we came 
into the Northern Ireland Assembly elections. It was felt by the parties that 

around 70,000 electors had, in effect, fallen off the cliff because we had 
come to that very end date where they could not be rolled over any more. 

Although it had been brought down and down, it ended up being about 
70,000 people. I could well understand for the parties, right on the 
doorstep of an election, that that was not welcome news, and we would 

want to avoid that. 

Q131 Baroness Pidding: What has been the impact of introducing online 

registration in Northern Ireland, and what challenges has it created? 

Virginia McVea: It has been very positive. It is notable that, in terms of 

accessibility, the work that the Cabinet Office team had done was really 
exceptional by the time we were joining in, so to speak. I am not aware of 

anyone raising complaints about accessibility. People find it easy to 
navigate and easy to go on to. By December 2018, 77.9% of those applying 
to go on the register were doing so online. By the local parliamentary 

elections at the start of the summer this year, that had risen to 87.2%. For 
the December period of the parliamentary election, 93.4% of the 

applications were online. People are finding that they can do it and it is 

tremendous to have that level of accessibility. 

What has come with that is that there are clearly duplicates. During the 
parliamentary election in December, we had about 85,000 applications to 

go on the register. For an unplanned election, we had just over 40,000 
people; that was all the people who applied to go on the register in the 
local council elections, which cover the entirety of Northern Ireland. We 

had all those people apply, and then it was as if, in the last six days of 
registration, all those people applied again so the numbers were 

phenomenal. The number of local council applications, sitting at about 
49,000 applications, was unprecedented and then it went to 85,000, so 

there are challenges in processing those applications within the timeframe.  

Although the data team within the Electoral Office think that we do not 
have as many duplicates as they would have in other areas, it is still an 

issue, because, of those 85,000, if substantial numbers are duplicates, then 
obviously that is a waste of time at a peak time for processing. A look-up 

service perhaps poses insurmountable problems, but the inability to look 
up whether you are already on the register is a challenge and certainly 

leads to this issue of duplicate applications when resources are stretched 

to their limit.  

Those are some of the observations. The fact is that, even with rurality in 
Northern Ireland, although there may be issues in some areas in relation 
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to broadband cover, as far as we can tell, with the various smartphones, 
most people should have access. To counter any concerns in relation to 

access, we have set up pilot kiosks in some local council offices so that, if 
people feel they cannot have access at home or by their phone, they can 

go in and use a little computer in a kiosk to have online registration. The 
use of those may, to date, be minimal but we have not reviewed it and we 

are going to test it in other areas. 

Q132 The Chair: I have one point on this, which may be different from England. 

With your office functioning through the entirety of Northern Ireland, if 
someone lives in Belfast and has a holiday home on the north Antrim coast, 
are they registered twice or once? 

Virginia McVea: They can choose to be registered twice, and that is one 
of the interesting things in that last election in relation to students. Not so 

long ago, we had about 18 people registered in two homes, and they were 
essentially holiday homes. What we saw at Christmas was students 
thinking that, instead of using absent votes, which would have been the 

case in the past, they could be registered at two addresses. Some of the 
difficulties are then around proving those addresses if we cannot find a 

match. 

You can be registered in two, and I understand, from evidence given 

recently in relation to Scotland, that the question then will be how you 
ensure that on polling day people do not vote twice. The short answer to 

that seems to be that, at the moment, you cannot. Digitally, there is some 

opportunity with that in the future, but it is a challenge.   

Q133 Lord Hayward: May I just seek clarification? You talked about this surge 
in applications, many of whom had clearly previously registered anyway. I 

think you said that you could not actually solve that problem. I think you 
used the word “insurmountable”. I am curious about that, because we have 
had other people say that, if you provided read-only access, it would solve 

part of the problem, though it would not solve all of it. I just wanted your 
clarification. 

Virginia McVea: When I have raised the issue, my understanding is that 
it is extremely complex, and that perhaps the cost of what would have to 
be done centrally to create that system would not be possible. That is 

probably for others to answer. When I use that word, I am essentially 

passing on a message.  

I wonder, in terms of Northern Ireland, whether it is possible to create our 
own, and that is part of a reflection about strategies moving forward. I 

recently attended the election in Ireland, and it has a look-up facility for 
electors. There are questions about completeness and accuracy of 

registers, but we know that the public like that service. We can try to think 
about how we could provide it for them in the future. It may not be 
insurmountable in Northern Ireland; I am simply passing on that my 

understanding, as it has been communicated to me, is that it is much more 

complicated to produce centrally than I might appreciate. 

Q134 Lord Janvrin: What further steps do you think could be taken to improve 
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the electoral registration process and the integrity of the electoral register 
in Northern Ireland? In other words, can we have some of your ideas? What 

is on your shopping list? 

Virginia McVea: The first wish on my shopping list would be for a break 

in electoral activity. That is not just so that I can put my feet up. We have 
had eight electoral events in three years in Northern Ireland, and we have 

had lots of ideas and would love to be able to roll some of those out. I 
averaged it out, in a “poor me” session, to about 4.5 months per election 

we had rolled through in those three years.  

We have been doing lots of things that I am looking forward to showing 
your party when you come over to Northern Ireland on the 19th. They 

come under a heading: if you are a data-capture organisation and it is 
about processing data, how can you do that in the smartest way? That very 

often is about what levers you can deploy with other people who have data, 

to not reinvent the wheel.  

Some of that, for example, concerns education. Again, the benefit of being 
a small region is that we have what is called the C2k network in education. 

The Department of Education, just before the last election, had agreed to 
share data so I could have the name, address and school of each pupil in 
Northern Ireland. I also have a connection, through that C2k network, so 

that it is possible to email every child in secondary-level education in 
Northern Ireland, and that is a great boon in trying to look forward 

strategically at how we put the attainers on the register. 

Linked to that, we have worked with the education authority, CCEA, on the 

curriculum. It has very generously agreed to let us come in to its system, 
so we have created a suite of materials that will go into the curriculum of 

Northern Ireland, with a view to having young people going on the register 
as part of the normal curriculum activity. We will be able to use their 
mailshots for those aged 16-plus who are preparing to leave school and be 

part of the wider world, particularly focusing on the credit opportunities 
and banking opportunities of being on the register. It is the pitch that will 

work for your audience. That is one example. 

The other is with the data held by the Housing Executive, as I have 

mentioned. The Statistics and Research Agency in Northern Ireland has 
been very generous with the Electoral Office in relation to its time and 

pilots and preparation for census. Working with that, we can see how to 
target areas in relation to rented accommodation. In very broad terms, we 
think about 20% of the data that we have at this point in its degradation, 

so to speak, is probably what I would call less reliable data. A lot of that 
will be focused in that area of rented accommodation. The more we can 

co-ordinate with other bodies and share administrative data, the more we 

can highlight areas.  

With an app that we have created with the Land and Property Services in 
Northern Ireland, which I can show you when you are over, each household 

now can be pinpointed on a map and it is colour co-ordinated to the polling 
station that those people will go to. That also gives me a much better tool 
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to work with the political parties, so that I can say, “These are the areas 
and these are the very streets with the lowest levels of registration. I am 

going to work there but you understanding this data too can be helpful.” 
Local parties on the ground can say, “There is a reason or there is a 

particular group of people here. You should look to these services to 
support.” It is trying to share as much of that data to analyse as much as 

we possibly can and distil it into meaningful chunks of information, and 

then sharing that with groups who can help us reach out.   

Q135 Lord Wills: I ought to declare my interests as the president of the Wiltshire 
Association of Local Councils and a member of the advisory board of 
Transparency International. I just want to ask you a couple of questions. 

The first is just about this app. Is that widely and publicly available? 

Virginia McVea: It is. It is a question of publicising it. It is used and I 

have brought the parties in and I have demonstrated it. Again, if we have 
time outside an election, we can do more with that. A member of the public 
should be able to look up. It can be useful to see where their polling station 

is but, particularly for the parties and particularly for us, it is easier, for 
example, when we are doing polling station scheme reviews, which is really 

where the idea originated. It is easier if you can see on a map where these 
people are. Once you do that, you also identify the outliers in terms of 

clerical errors, because you can say, “Why is that yellow dot so very far 
away from that polling station?” It is a great tool to identify any clerical 

errors that you have but also for all of these other reasons. 

Lord Wills: Is it generated by your organisation? 

Virginia McVea: Yes, it is, working with the Land and Property Services. 
I cannot remember at this point some of the benefits to them, but it is 

about trying to find the benefits for each organisation. I was so 
overwhelmed by the benefits to our organisation, but obviously it is a 
win-win for all of these types of projects when you can secure a benefit for 

all those involved. 

Lord Wills: May I just go one step further? If I said, “Look, I can give you 
one wish. You can go to any person you like and I guarantee they will do 
exactly what you want”, who would you choose and what would you ask 

them? 

Virginia McVea: I would ask HMRC, if I have got this in the right order, 
to engage directly when giving national insurance numbers to young 
people, if we do not have an automatic registration system, to say to them 

at that point, “You should go online and register now”. That point of entry 

would be the most effective. 

Q136 The Chair: You have referred to this feast of elections that you have had. 

Virginia McVea: I did not say “feast”. 

The Chair: No, that is my word. I am sorry. What is the next programmed 

election in Northern Ireland now? 
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Virginia McVea: I almost hesitate to say it but it would be the Assembly 
elections for 2022. Our canvass activity would be in July this year through 

to December. In theory, we have a fallow year in 2021. 

Lord Hayward: Keep touching wood. 

Virginia McVea: I know—a lot. 

The Chair: Can you just set out to us what you will be endeavouring to do 

in this hopefully fallow period, in your terms, in terms of improving the 
underregistered groups? How does that interact with the individual 

registration system? 

Virginia McVea: We have started some processes, and we are fortunate 
enough to have been able to keep some plates spinning as we move 

through that electoral activity. For example, we have started work with a 
group called Start360; it works with young people who are not in 

employment or education. We have been doing outreach clinics for it, 
trying to encourage young people to come and work for us during elections. 
We recruit 6,000 people and sometimes, for students and young people, 

that is a draw. Equally, we want to see a spread of our demographic in our 
polling stations. We have been working with that group and I would like to 

roll that out further. 

Similarly, we have been working with organisations such as Disability 

Action. Again, we are trying to promote the notion of, “You can come and 
work for us”, and to try to understand from their members any inhibitors 

that there may be in terms of our recruitment or the way that we work so 
that they could come and work in polling stations and count centres. 
Participating in the process itself is something that I am keen to encourage. 

It is mainly in terms of those drives—the education drive, the rented sector 
drive and the increasing sharing of that data—as well as following up on 

canvassing in 2021. 

Q137 Baroness Pidding: Aside from the changes to the registration system, 

what other administrative changes should be a priority to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of electoral administration in Northern Ireland 

and to aid administrators in doing their job? 

Virginia McVea: On this, if you feel I do not go where you think I ought 
to, rein me back in. One of the things that I thought that I could highlight 

to the Committee at this point was electronic management systems. It is 
a concern to me that, commercially, there are very few providers. With 

very few providers, as we try to tender for the electronic management 
systems that will keep all these electoral administrative processes running 
through elections, it is absolutely vital that we procure the right mandatory 

requirements and that we are visionary. We need to think about what we 
could do with data, how we could use data and how that works into a 

contract, and ensure the support through those contracts.  

We have various mergers and buy-outs, and it means that there are very 

few providers to go to and there is a huge pressure on electoral 
administrators when they have to contract for those services. If those 
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electronic management systems do not work, are not agile enough, or 
cannot be developed within reason from the public purse, then there is a 

huge risk posed to the system. I know this has been discussed recently 
among electoral administrators, ensuring that they have the service. The 

intensity of electoral periods, particularly with unplanned elections and 
those kinds of waves of applications that I have discussed, means that we 

must have very robust systems, and systems that can be developed and 

can provide the necessary security.  

Improving efficiency very much depends on these electronic management 
systems and how they look, making sure that we do not simply replicate 
paper-based systems into a digital system but rather that there is sufficient 

blue-sky thinking and that the timing of the thinking co-ordinates, so that 
we can say that for now we need the system to do this, but we would like 

it to be able to move with the times and achieve other things, and we 
certainly want to make sure that the system is robust enough. That is very 
challenging for electoral administrators to be able to do. You could have a 

central electronic management system provided by government, but 
certainly it seems to me that it is about engagement across electoral 

administrators and sharing of knowledge to ensure that, when they go to 
the marketplace, they are as well prepared and supported as possible in 

the public interest, to procure the best kind of service.  

I would also again raise the issue of the possibility of look-up and checks, 

and the issue of duplicates. 

Baroness Pidding: What is your relationship with the Electoral 

Commission and the Cabinet Office, and how do you co-ordinate and 

co-operate on your activities? 

Virginia McVea: It is one of gratitude very often. Certainly, with a lot of 
electoral events, the Cabinet Office has been very generous with its time 

in relation to our office going live with online registration. There was a lot 
of generosity from the Cabinet Office and sharing of expertise. It shared 

all its battle scars, which then enabled us perhaps to save ourselves some 
of the pain. That was extremely generous in relation to the development 

of our systems. 

We meet the Electoral Commission very regularly in Northern Ireland. It is 

a very open relationship where, again, expertise is shared, and I am very 
grateful for that. We would engage with it, sharing strategic planning 
meetings coming up to elections. In relation to the canvass, it would join 

us and we would move through our planning and it could pass comment 
and share experience. It has the statutory duty and the budget to follow in 

re raising public awareness, and that combination is vital. There are a lot 
of things that the Electoral Office could do with not necessarily a very big 
spend in relation to developing social media engagement with the public—

not necessarily relying on websites but trying to make it accessible and 

timely.  

Certainly, in relation to the canvass, working with the Electoral 
Commission, we may be able to share data as it emerges, so that they can 
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be more agile in their targeting of advertising during that canvass period. 
That is a discussion that we are having at the minute. We should be able 

to take the online registrations and amend the data daily, so that we can 
see where it comes from. That would enable it to target its campaign and 

shift that. If that is something it is able to do within its own systems, it 

would certainly make sense and be much more efficient. 

Q138 Lord Dykes: Earlier we touched on removing the annual canvass. That 
was, of course, way back in 2006. How would you sum up the plusses and 

minuses in the effects of that removal? Do you have second thoughts? Is 
there a case for the review of the continuous registration system anyway? 

Virginia McVea: Particularly in recent days, when faced with the challenge 

of coronavirus and thinking about canvassers and how the system might 
work, you are pushed more and more to the conversation and reflection on 

how we can use the data that we have in the smartest possible way. The 
notion of going door to door, particularly when faced with a challenge 
within society as to why that might not work, pushes you even more to the 

thought of, “What else can we do and what is it that the public respond 

to?” 

I understand there has been some research done recently in relation to the 
census, with major spikes following maildrops, so we have something 

generic that goes through every single letterbox. There were spikes in 
reaction to pilots as opposed to what they would have called the 

numerators going door to door.  

We collate so much data within the state that using that in as smart a way 

as possible to identify the areas where we really need to focus our efforts 
would be key, and then trying to think about what a focusing of those 

efforts looks like. For example, I can see from the data that some of the 
lowest levels of registration are in the two university areas, which we refer 
to as Coleraine and, in Belfast, Botanic. Once you have used your data to 

try to identify these areas, the question then is what you do. One of the 
things that would be great to be able to do is to look at some of the 

examples in England, where we work directly with the universities at the 
point of entry for the students. I have been working with the Students’ 
Union, but a lot of their bodies change at a certain time and the 

representatives change, so it would be easier to work with the core 

university administration. 

There are so many data capture points already available, and it seems that 
the way that we engage with people in society is so vastly altered.  People 

do not come to your door anymore in the way that they would have done, 
to provide coal, lemonade, video rentals or whatever else. The world has 

changed so considerably, and the data available to us is so vast. It is about 

what we do with it.   

Lord Dykes: Can you link those things into the fact that there is a new 
canvass now scheduled for 2020? The next big event will be 2022. Does 

that enable you to make the research to prepare more thoroughly all the 

inputs that you need to make sure that canvass is accurate? 
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Q139 The Chair: Just before we come to that, bearing in mind that you have 
Queen’s and UU, have they heard of the Sheffield scheme? We have been 

quite impressed by what is happening at Sheffield with students. Has there 
been any suggestion that they take up the schemes that they have there? 

Virginia McVea: I have been going through the secondary level, 
approaching the third level. What I have only recently become aware of—

we may be talking about the same thing but I am perhaps not 
knowledgeable enough to know—is that, through the ombudsmen scheme 
in relation to universities, there is a follow-down voluntary sector body that 

acts as a go-between in relation to the data. That is my understanding. Is 

that the same thing? 

The Chair: I am not certain about that. 

Virginia McVea: Any scheme whereby there is an arrangement put in 
place so that universities are working directly is good. It is trickier for us 
because of national insurance numbers and whatnot. It is slightly easier 

elsewhere. I have not heard anything yet that would preclude it as an 

experiment. 

Lord Dykes: Can you return to the second question I asked? 

Virginia McVea: I am sorry; would you repeat it for me? 

Q140 Lord Dykes: You have the new canvass coming along and you have time 

now, before the next big Assembly events, although you have had far too 
much, as you say, in recent years. What kind of preparations will you make 

as extra activity to make sure that canvass is successful? 

Virginia McVea: The extra activity is trying to use those other levers, for 
example, to focus on the rented sector. Another example would be that we 

have the RQIA as an oversight body for health and social care in Northern 
Ireland. Residential care facilities are registered through them and, under 

the standards, care home providers are obliged to facilitate the 
participation in democracy, which is very useful. As a result of that, I have 

been working with the RQIA, to use it as a conduit point to all of those 
residential care facilities in relation to canvass and rolling thereafter. Those 

would be examples in relation to that data.  

There are also the schools. I think they get their data in at the start of the 
autumn. They then have to process it a bit but, as soon as they would 

make it available to us, we could work with that. 

Lord Dykes: In the early discussions with them about these things, what 

have the putative responses been? Have they been encouraging? 

Virginia McVea: Yes, they have. Given that you are potentially introducing 
something new or a bit of an increased work, people from the examinations 

board through to RQIA are very positive, and people have been generous, 
again, working towards trying to make sure that there is a benefit for them 

or those who use their services overall. 

Q141 Lord Janvrin: Can you tell us how the voter ID system functions in 
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Northern Ireland? What are the key challenges as you see them and what 
lessons might be learned with regard to the UK Government’s proposals to 

introduce mandatory voter ID in Great Britain? In other words, can you 
give us your advice on that? 

Virginia McVea: Obviously, things arose in a very different context in 
Northern Ireland when the conversations around voter ID emerged. There 

was identification from the 1980s and then that moved into exclusively 
photographic ID. What I had advised the clerks was that I could share with 
the Committee some early tallies. Three tallies were done of three elections 

early on in Northern Ireland—I think they were from 2003 to 2005—trying 
to chart those who were turned away from polling stations because they 

did not have the appropriate ID. It also charts the type of ID that people 
were presenting, from no ID through to their electric meter card and 
marriage certificates. All kinds of things were brought in. I can share those 

tallies, for what it may be worth to the Committee. 

It is now generally understood. When I go through the polling station logs 

that the polling station managers prepare during polling day, there is no 
message coming through that identification is an issue anymore in 

Northern Ireland. We have the electoral ID card. People seem readily able, 
and what you generally find is that people have simply forgotten; very 

often they will go back to the house, get it and return with it.  

I have looked at some old figures. For 2003-04, we had prepared 89,000 

electoral ID cards. For 2018-19, that number was just 11,417. That tells 
the story that we have seen a general drop in the number of ID cards that 
we have been required to provide for the public. As I said, we are finding 

increasingly—this is anecdotally, from our staff, rather than from running 
a formal system—that people are getting cards for credit and banking 

purposes rather than electoral purposes, though the parties will still make 
representations that, in areas of social depravation, young people having 

passports or driving licences is problematic. 

Q142 Lord Dykes: The EU passports are not normally permitted in UK 

parliamentary elections, but do you hope they will continue to be usable in 
the list of ID items in the Northern Ireland elections? 

Virginia McVea: I am not entirely sure that that is for me to say, in terms 

of what the legislation will direct. 

Q143 Lord Hayward: We have been provided with a list of what is acceptable 
as ID, and you have just referred specifically to the electoral ID card, 
although, as you have identified, they are actually used for other purposes, 

which I can well understand. Do you have an idea, roughly, of the balance 
of what people use for ID, or is that something that nobody keeps a record 

of? 

Virginia McVea: We have not kept a record. As I say, the only tallies that 
I could find when thinking about what might be useful to you were those 

from 2003 to 2005, of the people that were turned away. I would say 
driving licences and passports, and people use the smart passes as well, 
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but it would be a guess. It would possibly at points be too time-consuming 

on polling day to record.  

Prior to your visit, I can engage with a group of polling station inspectors, 

for example, and take their minds on it. Again, it would hardly be clinical 

or forensic evidence, but I will take their minds and feed that back to you.  

Lord Hayward: Associated with that question, is there substantial 
representation against an ID system, or has everybody learned to live with 

it and, in some way or another, they cope with it? 

Virginia McVea: I would say the latter. I get some representations but 

mainly on areas of social depravation, and that can then be, “Electoral 
Office, there is a greater job for you to do, because you should be 

proactively going into those areas if you can match.” Social depravation 
does not always match, in terms of our data, the areas of lowest 
registration, and that will be my priority. There is certainly a responsibility 

on us to do further outreach there and do the ID clinics, which can be done 

relatively easily. 

The Chair: When an elector goes into a polling station, they are asked 
their name, or perhaps they are not anymore; perhaps they are asked, 

“Where is your identity?” It would only be a matter of seconds, but is there 
much difference in the amount of time it takes for an elector to get a ballot 

paper?  

Virginia McVea: I do not think anybody has done a time-and-motion 

study on it. Yes, it is bound to incur some time cost but it is not noticeable.   

Q144 Lord Janvrin: I just want to come back to voter ID. Do you have any feel 

for whether there was any effect on turnout when it was introduced? 

Virginia McVea: I looked back at previous reports and I understand that 

there were suggestions, which I can look up for you, about numbers being 
turned away, but we did not see the turnout figures necessarily going 

down. I can lift those turnouts and you can look at them comparatively. 

Q145 Lord Campbell-Savours: Forgive me for coming in late. I was looking 

forward to your evidence, but I was detained on the Floor. We have some 
statistics on accuracy and completeness, and I wondered to what extent 
they varied against the rest of the United Kingdom. For parliamentary 

elections, in December 2012 it was 78%, and then in December 2018 it 
was 80%. For local government, it went from 78% to 80%. For 

completeness, there was 73% to 74% and 71% to 73%. I just wonder 
what they were for England and Wales. 

Virginia McVea: I do not know the answer to that. My understanding from 

the Electoral Commission—on the 19 March we will be able to make sure 
this is accurate—is that they would see a deterioration matching our gap 

in canvass as it nears expiry date, which shows up in December 2018. We 
then had the electoral activity, which has probably falsely lifted the 
accuracy and completeness, because we should only have had, from 2017 

until now, one electoral event—the local council elections—in terms of 
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planned elections. The European election is then another discussion. In 
theory, the completeness and accuracy probably would have diminished 

further than it currently has, because we have had all of those applications 

to go on, which is a question mark in relation to that long period of canvass. 

I suspect that there is a difference because of the ongoing nature of that 
in England. The Electoral Commission has not raised that with me as a 

particular concern that we are such an outlier. That is as detailed an answer 
as I can give on that, though not very satisfactory. I undertake to inquire 

and to return to the Committee on that. 

Q146 The Chair: Have you any expectations of where, following the canvass, 

that would lead to in percentage terms? 

Virginia McVea: I would be very hopeful in relation to the canvass with 

online registration. It is, again, difficult. The work that has been done in 
relation to census would lead us to hope that we would get a response of 
over 50% online. I am hoping for a bit more than that. I hope that, in the 

period after December, we would have less of a follow-up to do, but it is 
certainly a long period where we can chase. It would be my hope that it 

would lift, because I think it has even lifted now from where it was in 

December 2018.  

The Chair: Thank you very much indeed for coming along and sharing 
your views with us, and we look forward to our visit. Thank you very much 

indeed. 

Virginia McVea: Likewise, I look forward to welcoming you. Thank you 

very much.  
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Watch the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chair); Lord Campbell-Savours; 
Lord Dykes; Baroness Eaton; Lord Hayward; Lord Lexden; Baroness Mallalieu; 

Baroness Pidding; Baroness Suttie. 

 

Examination of witnesses 

Lord Woolley of Woodford, Founder and Director, Operation Black Vote, Imran 
Sanaullah, Chief Executive Officer, Patchwork Foundation and Dr Omar Khan, 

Director, Runnymede Trust. 

Q169 The Chair: We welcome you to this evidence session. The meeting is being 

broadcast live via the parliamentary website, and a transcript will be taken 
and published on the Committee website. You will have the opportunity to 

make corrections to the transcript where necessary. Thank you very much 
indeed for coming along. 

First, what do you see as the main barriers and challenges for boosting 

registration and engagement of BAME groups in British elections? How 
might the challenges be addressed? 

Imran Sanaullah: I begin by thanking the Committee for inviting us. For 
me, the challenges link to two areas. Number one is politics itself and the 

lack of trust within politics. In 2019, the Hansard Society found a lack of 
trust in politics, which is getting worse. The question arises of why people 
should vote in the first place, which leads to the question of why they 

should register, if they are not planning to vote. There needs to be 

engagement with those communities. 

Our friends in Canada have community engagement officers who engage 
with local communities and community groups. The issue we have in the 

UK is that, when an election is called, there is a sudden and sporadic 
expectation that everyone will register to sign up, if they have not done so 
already, while the commissions and political parties have not given them 

any real reason to do so. 

https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/36ca99c7-75d1-4ca2-baa1-f57e79f97ab2
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We need to look at long-term engagement with communities, to give them 
a reason to vote. The barriers are the ones that we have created ourselves, 

in our democracy. An element of that is the funding available for 
campaigns. We have seen trusts and foundations provide funding just 

before elections are called for charities to get people signed up. The issue 
is that even charities cannot engage with communities on an ongoing basis, 

if they do not have the funding to do so, so there is an issue within that 

element as well. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: Thank you for inviting me. This is a bit of a 
déjà vu moment for me, because I sat in a seat like this, speaking to a 
Committee, I think about 10 years ago, and you are asking me the same 

questions. I am afraid I am going to give you some of the same answers. 
That is a shame, because it means that, in that 10-year period, some of 

the comments that Imran is talking about and some of the fundamentals 

about the lack of political will to address the issue have not been dealt with. 

The critical thing to understand, as Imran pointed out, is the lack of trust. 
Why should black and minority ethnic communities engage in a political 

process that, first, they do not trust; secondly, they do not think listens; 
and, thirdly, and critically important, is where they often see the outcomes 
of policies in this place not only not working for them but working against 

them? 

Last week, I launched a report in this building about race inequality in the 
workplace. The data showed that if you are a young black man or woman 
you are 58% more likely to be unemployed. For every 100 white people, 

there are 158 black people who are unemployed. The data also showed 
that you are 47% more likely to be in a zero-hour contract job than you 

are if you are white. On those very basic levels, people’s experience of their 
daily lives is that there are persistent race penalties, and institutions are 

doing little to close the gaps. 

Why would I engage in a politics that is working against me, not for me? 

We have been saying for 25 years that that is precisely why you should 
engage, not to ask for justice but to demand it. We have made some 
progress in moving the dial—for example, around political representation. 

When we started 25 years ago, there were four black and minority ethnic 
MPs, and now there are over 65, many from Operation Black Vote. We have 

made some change, but in regards to tackling the big issues around 
employment, education and criminal justice, in some ways we are going 
backwards; stop and search, educational attainment and employment are 

going in the wrong direction. When we as activists say to our community, 
“This is our institution. These are our policies. We need to engage”, people 

look at us and say, “Are you for real?” 

Critical to the issue, as I said 10 years ago, is whether the report that you 

will put together will get traction in this House with political parties to say 
that we need comprehensive, fundamental action to inspire and have a 

pathway to close the gaps. I hope that I am not here in another 10 years’ 

time saying the same thing. 
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The Chair: Well, you have got that off your chest, as it were, and I do not 
disagree with you. We have a specific job, and what you had to say was 

incredibly wide, compared with our specific job, but we take your point. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I hear you. 

Q170 Lord Hayward: You have covered some of this in broad terms, but, given 

the diversity of the BAME population in the UK, are there some particular 
communities in that grouping that are harder to reach than others? What 

do we know about the diversity of experiences within that population with 
regard to electoral registration? I shall come on to the question of actual 
voting in a second, but I am talking now specifically about registration. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: As we look at where people are in society, 
we can see people who feel more left behind, in particular Roma, Gypsy 

and Traveller, as well as some Pakistani communities and Bangladeshi, 
African and some Caribbean. As they are often socioeconomically left 
behind, they could be the communities more difficult to register to vote; 

they cannot see the benefit of it. There are other communities, such as 
some within the Hindu and Sikh communities, who are, let us say, doing 

better, and who are more likely to register to vote and to vote. We need 
to understand that it is not one size fits all. It is not only that there is no 
understanding; more importantly, there is no investment to say, “We will 

take on this challenge and put everything in place to give people a way for 

all to want to engage, because they know that they will benefit from it”. 

Imran Sanaullah: Dr Khan has been unable to join us, but the 
Runnymede Trust did a report in 2012 looking into the ethnic diversity of 

Britons engaging in politics. It found that second generation black 
Caribbean people in the UK were the least likely to register or vote, and 

that is because of the direct engagement with the state. I know that we 
are talking about the experience of registration and voting, but very much 
in the psyche of the public is engagement with public institutions, and that 

includes institutions such as the police. We need to take that into 

consideration. When they register to vote, what are they really voting for? 

It is not just about the Electoral Commission, which they will probably have 
little engagement with at any point in the whole voting system; it is taking 

the state as a whole. We need to consider the marketing of separation 
between the two, while understanding that this Committee or the Lords do 

not have power over the police. A differentiation needs to be made between 
what voting gives you and what not voting does not give you, or gives you 

in turn. 

The other side of that are the barriers for accessibility to enter and register, 

and one consideration needs to be the language used. As Lord Woolley 
mentioned, it is about understanding different communities and, quite 
often, local authorities understand their communities best. Some 

communities might have a high population of Pakistanis and Indians, and 
even within those communities there are several different languages, such 

as Hindi and Punjabi, and different regional languages. It is about making 
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sure that it is as accessible as possible for those wanting to engage with 

the system. 

Who those communities see in politics is important. Quite often, we see 

campaigns pushed out by the Electoral Commission using stock images of 
people they cannot really relate with, because it is not who they are or look 
up to. Patchwork specifically works with young people, and young people 

are not engaging with the BBC or ITV; they are engaging with online media. 
It is about recognising that there needs to be something that 

communicates down to them, rather than expecting the wider public to 

engage upwards with the commission or registering. 

Lord Hayward: I specifically split the two, registration and voting, 
because I now want to ask a supplementary question and put a different 

point to each of you. I live in Camberwell and Peckham, and I love it. It 
has probably the largest West African-derived population in any 
constituency in the country. I walk through what is, according to the Times, 

the deadliest estate in London to get to work each day, but I love living 
there. The tragedy is that, whether I look at the figures for Tottenham, 

Camberwell and Peckham, Brent Central, Streatham or wherever you go, 
once people have registered, the turnout figures are lower. People within 
those communities have overcome the barriers to registration that you 

identified, but they then do not turn out to vote. It is often 4% or 5% below 
the national turnout figures. In relation to another set of constituencies, 

including Ilford South, Harrow West, East Ham, West Ham, Feltham and 
Heston and Ealing Southall—you will recognise where I am going on 
these—at the last election, turnout was quite often 4%, 5%, 6% or 7% 

below what it was in 2017.  

I am putting different questions to each of you. Why are the voting figures 
always lower, even when they have registration in what I have described 
as generally black constituencies, whereas—I have some figures here—

there was a marked turnout decline at the last election across what I will 

describe simplistically as the Asian-London constituencies? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: In the African communities there is probably 
some of the highest non-voter registration in the country. In London, there 

is 50% non-voter registration, which compares with 6% in the White 

community. 

Lord Hayward: But I am talking about people who register— 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I am just recognising the disparity— 

Lord Hayward: Sorry, my apologies. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: The disparity in non-voter registration is 

huge. The second challenge is that, even when people go to register to 
vote in places such as Camberwell, Walthamstow or Tottenham, how much 
political representation do they have in local authorities? In many of those 

cases, it is very small. They say to themselves, “Where are we getting the 
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representation? Where are the black men getting selected and elected?” In 

Walthamstow, for example, I think there is one. 

We did a report on representation in local authorities and a third of first-

tier local authorities had either zero or one BAME councillor. Some of the 
big local authorities, such as Hackney and in south London, had still very 
few. You need representation and you need leadership. You need BAME 

mayors and leaders of local authorities; I think there are only a handful. 
Until you get that, people will ask the same question: “Why bother? We 

don’t get representation and we don’t get policies that are going to help us 

alleviate some of the inequalities”. 

Imran Sanaullah: To focus on the wider picture, one thing that we forget 
sometimes with minority communities, especially the constituencies you 

mention, is that there are socio-economic barriers as well. Some of those 
communities are among the most deprived in the country, despite being in 
London. One thing we need to recognise is where voting fits into their 

priority list. Thursday might be when everyone is out voting and 
campaigning, but, for them, it is a Thursday when they are going to work, 

and they do not care because they need to put food on the table. We need 

to recognise some of the barriers in line with current voting systems. 

Apart from that, there is a belief in politics that, if you knock on someone’s 
door and canvass, you will bring them towards politics. We have to 

recognise that a lot of minority communities have been put off politics, 
especially in the last few general elections, and that racism, Islamophobia 
and anti-Semitism have gone up. When it is represented in these 

institutions, it makes people question why they are voting for the system 
at all. Quite often, you see it reported as rebellious voting, but for people 

that is the only outlet; it is either that or they do not vote. It comes down 

to the system rather than the administration of the system. 

I know there is a question linking to this later on, but sometimes there is 
lack of engagement with the trusted community institutions that these 

groups look up to, such as faith institutions, whether temples, synagogues, 
churches or mosques. That brings up questions about the registration and 
voting systems. If it is only politicians engaging with these systems, what 

does it say of the more neutral stance of the Electoral Commission? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: It is a double-edged sword. Often, we see in 
the headlines that there needs to be an investigation into a particular area 
because there has been some skulduggery about block-voting for an Asian 

community, so, when they engage, it is seen as a bit iffy and as back-home 
politics. Some of the communities that we are referring to have basically 

understood the dynamics of power and voting, and that it is a numbers 
game. They have understood: “We’ve got the numbers. We join the party 
and we select our own people”. They get selected and people vote, and not 

everybody is happy about it. It is a double-edged sword when certain 

communities engage more than others. 

The real challenge is that, of course, we would like a democratic level 
playing field on which people are inspired to engage and feel that, if they 
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engage, they do not have to vote en bloc but can vote for the best 
candidate. As a nation we do not engage in a framework that would better 

allow that to happen. I am sure that at some point we will come on to 
solutions and what is going to make the difference. I was looking at some 

of my notes from 10 years ago. I will be saying the same thing again. I will 

say it and hope that the penny drops, Chair, because there are solutions. 

Baroness Pidding: Can we ask what those solutions are? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: First and foremost, it is about leadership. 
With leadership you get commitment. There is a disparity, and you need 
the political will to close the gap. Where would that start? Some of these 

things are twin-tracked and parallel. I would argue that it starts with 
citizenship. Often in schools that deliver citizenship, there is no cohesive 

approach; some schools are more proactive than others, so you need a 

fundamental demand that all schools engage in citizenship. 

This institution is a public institution; it belongs to us and, unless we 
engage, it will not work for us. It is about having basic understanding of 

how it works. I have joined your ranks as a Peer and a Lord, and I am still 

working out how it works. 

Baroness Suttie: You are not the only one. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: We need our citizens and our young children 

to know how this place works and how they can engage with it, because, 
if they do not, alienated young men and women will say, “That’s for them, 

and I’ll get by doing my own business”. Imran will tell you, because he 
works with many more young people than I do right now. We need to try 
to get them when they are aged between 18 and 24. The task is difficult. 

It is not impossible but it is very difficult. They are already at minus 10: 

“We don’t deal with those people over there”. 

Q171 Baroness Eaton: You mentioned earlier communities looking up to 
various institutions, such as mosques, or whatever. How much 

responsibility do you think leaders in the synagogue, mosque or church 
could have to educate the people who look up to them about the society in 

which they live and the responsibility they have to take part in it, for the 
well-being of all communities in that society? 

Imran Sanaullah: It is a balance. A lot of community hubs and places of 

worship are registered charities, and Charity Commission rules are 
enforced on them, so they need to ensure that they give opportunities to 

all parties if they allow particular candidates to stand for an election. That 
has made them all very conscious of the political engagement that they 

have had. 

Baroness Eaton: Sorry, I missed the beginning. 

Imran Sanaullah: The Charity Commission has rules on engagement 

during an election. 

Baroness Eaton: Yes, it does, but I was not suggesting something party 
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political at all. I meant it in general terms about well-being and living 
together, which is not going to go against any Charity Commission rules, I 

would have thought. 

Imran Sanaullah: Sorry, I do not get how that links in. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: Let me explain. There are some bear traps. 

Let us say, for argument’s sake, that the Muslim Council of Britain said that 
it wanted Muslims to register to vote, and this, that and the other. The 

Daily Mail might write an article, and then the Charity Commission will 
investigate and the Muslim Council of Britain will say, “Hang on a second, 
we are going to back away from this, because we don’t want headlines 

splashed in the Daily Mail”. These are choppy waters, and they are not 

clear. I agree that faith groups should play a more active civic role. 

Baroness Eaton: Yes, I am talking about a civic role, not a political one. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: That civic role should be about political 
education and participation, but they should be empowered by this 

building, too. 

The Chair: We welcome Dr Omar Khan of the Runnymede Trust. 

Dr Omar Khan: I am sorry I am late. 

The Chair: I know you had trouble with the railways, but you have 

obviously beaten them somehow and made it. Welcome. 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes, I got a cross-country train from Coventry to Reading 

and then came that way. 

The Chair: Right. We are moving on to our third question, from Baroness 

Suttie. 

Q172 Baroness Suttie: Can I turn specifically to the issue of individual electoral 

registration? What impact do you feel it has had on identifying and 
registering underrepresented groups? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: It has had a huge impact on lowering the 

numbers from BAME communities. It is one of the things that I want the 
Committee to understand. I understand why, but there are unintended 

consequences. More granular detail is wanted, and the more barriers you 
put up, the more people will say, “I can’t be bothered. I’m not engaging 
with this”. We will come on to the same subject with voter ID: the more 

barriers you put up, particularly for our communities, which are already 
suspicious about more scrutiny, the more people turn off. We need to 

understand the consequences. 

Dr Omar Khan: I am sorry that I missed the first questions. We have data 

that is a few years old, but the two main reasons why black and minority 
ethnic groups are not registered are that they do not know that they are 

entitled to vote, and they do not know how to vote. Individual electoral 
registration has had some effect because, whatever you think about it, in 
the past heads of household used to register everyone in their household. 
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Obviously, if there are groups, they are less likely to understand how the 
registration process works, and any changes in it will disproportionately 

affect groups that are currently more likely to be underregistered because 
they do not know the process. That is one issue about how well it is 

communicated. I do not think that it is inevitable. It could be better 

communicated, so it is not an inevitable consequence. 

On entitlement to vote, more could be done to make it clear to 
Commonwealth citizens in particular that they are entitled to vote. We did 

a little bit on that, and I know that Lord Woolley has done it over many 
years. We tweeted a picture of all the flags of the Commonwealth during 
the last election, and it got a huge amount of take-up, including among 

people from some of those countries who did not know that they were 
entitled to vote. There were people who did not realise that they were 

entitled to vote. We know that registration rates are lowest for Black 
African groups, followed by South Asian groups and Black Caribbean 
groups. You are four times less likely to be registered if you are Black 

African. 

Once you control for registration rates, turnout rates are not that different. 
There is a bit of a red herring in that people think that some people are 
less likely to turn out. The evidence on that is very weak; it is slightly less 

for Black Caribbean groups, but it is statistically weak. The big difference 
is in registration. If we are concerned about political participation, the issue 

is not apathy or lack of interest; the issue is more around registration, and 
that is where the focus should be, if we are interested in increasing civic 

and political engagement. 

I have one point on the Charity Commission thing. One source of confusion 

is that the guidance issued by both the Electoral Commission and the 
Charity Commission is insufficiently clear to charities. A difficult fact that 
Lord Woolley has highlighted is the reality that 85% of Muslims vote Labour 

and 10% or less vote for the Conservative Party. For black groups, it is 
similar: 86% of black people vote Labour, and 10% vote for the 

Conservative Party. Obviously, there is a difference politically in the groups 
that are underregistered, and if you are doing work to register those groups 
you will potentially be accused of political leanings, even though that is not 

your intent. That is one reason why people are concerned and why, as Lord 
Woolley suggested, sometimes efforts to increase those votes are often 

said by the media to be a way for Labour to steal the election. There are 
headlines. It is not something that I would endorse, but it is part of the 
context in which this work is carried out. No organisation wants to be hit 

with that kind of media coverage. 

Imran Sanaullah: To touch on individual registration from not only a 
BAME scope but a youth scope, culturally BAME families expect to live in 
larger families. Traditionally, whoever is the head of the household would 

register the whole family, so everyone knew that they were registered. 
With that changing, the expectation is that individuals will register 

themselves, even though it might come later in life. Not every person at 

the age of 18 thinks, “Yes, I can vote. Let me go and do that straightaway”. 
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Flip that to young BAME people—a kind of add-on. Many young people are 
now moving back into their parents’ household because they cannot afford 

new houses, so they still have a hierarchy at home whereby one of their 
parents might be expected to register them. Some education needs to be 

put out there. I agree with Lord Woolley’s point; scepticism about 
democracy kicks in very early, especially for those from BAME 

backgrounds, because of their engagement with the state, and the only 
way that can be counteracted is through positive promotions in education, 

which needs to start in schools at a very early age. 

The Chair: Am I right in thinking that you would not put the clock back on 

individual registration? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I am not sure. I like more people voting and 

engaging. I do not know whether there was a huge amount of fraud, as is 
claimed, when there was household voter registration. I think it is a bit of 

a red herring. 

We ought to focus on where we are now and where we want to go in the 

future. In future, I would like to suggest that we have compulsory 
registration so that there are ways and means of getting every citizen of 
voting age to register to vote. That is the first thing. The second thing is 

that just because they are registered it does not mean that they will vote. 
You have to educate people from primary school in fundamental 

citizenship, so that when they come of age they say, “I’m busting a gut to 

vote because it’s my right and I want to engage”. 

The third element is that organisations such as ours, for decades, have 
been given either nothing or crumbs to get our communities to register to 

vote. Imran highlighted what normally happens. About five minutes before 
an election, a government department will say that there is a funding call 
for a few thousand pounds for you to register to vote. We go to our 

communities and say that they should register to vote and they say, “Why 

are you coming now? Is there an election around the corner?” 

Dr Omar Khan: There needs to be more funding for EROs, even if you do 
not go down the compulsory route. A lot of local authorities do not have 

enough electoral registration officers; some only have one, so there is not 
enough support. The other thing that could be done is that they could go 

door to door more, and do more leafletting. We are doing research at the 
moment to look at what EROs have done. We have sent out a survey to 
them, asking what they are doing, and what they have done over the past 

five to 10 years, to increase BAME registration rates. We will have the 

findings of that in a few weeks or months, probably in a month. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: That is interesting because, when we started 
25 years ago, it was the responsibility of the electoral registration officers 

to raise voter registration, and they often had campaigns and teams of 

people. 

Dr Omar Khan: They did, yes. 
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Lord Woolley of Woodford: When there was the Electoral Commission, 
everything shifted from the local authorities to the commission; local 

authorities said. “It’s not our business any more. Go to the Electoral 
Commission”. That is when it went from up there to down there in terms 

of local authorities rolling up their sleeves and getting the numbers better. 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes, I have some sympathy. If there is one electoral 

registration officer in a local authority of 100,000 people that cuts across 
two constituencies, it is tricky for them, but we should expect more from 

them, and we should expect that it will cost money. 

The Chair: I think you will be able to build on that from Baroness Pidding’s 

questions. 

Q173 Baroness Pidding: I think we probably know what you are going to say, 
but how would you rate the Government’s effort to improve registration 
among underregistered groups? How effective have tools such as online 

registration been in making registration easier? 

Imran Sanaullah: I am going to link the two questions about dialling the 

clock back and online registration. As the youngest in the room, I am going 
to think slightly outside the box and go beyond compulsory and automated 
registration, potentially linking to national insurance registration. The 

argument is that, if we expect people to pay tax in our country, surely they 
have the right to vote in our country. That is a different conversation 

altogether, but there are processes that can be looked into if we are moving 
forward from an Act implemented in 2013. We are now seven years down 
the line, and we cannot base ourselves on what happened seven years ago 

but should be looking forward to online registration. 

From personal experience, the online registration system seems to be 
working well enough. It is seamless enough. The issue we have had as 
charities is that quite often we are asked how many people we have 

registered. We have engaged with the Cabinet Office on the issue, and 
there is no way to track how organisations are doing, and how the Electoral 

Commission is doing with registration sign-up; it just goes into a 
mysterious form, and suddenly you are registered. Sometimes there are 
issues around how it is funded, and when funders ask how many people 

we have registered, we often have to presume from social media or website 
engagement how many people have actually engaged through our systems 

or gone directly through us. 

Dr Omar Khan: I agree that the online system is decent, but the question 

mark is that a lot of the groups that are more likely to be underregistered 
may be less likely to be online. Young people are more likely to be online, 

but I do not think that an online campaign is likely to reach some of the 
other groups that are more likely to be underregistered, such as those with 
Commonwealth citizenship who do not realise that they have entitlement 

to vote. 

It is a more difficult question, but there will be groups within that who do 
not speak English very well, so online registration is not going to work well 
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for those groups either. It is not a huge number. I think the numbers are 
often inflated; about 200,000 people do not speak English in Britain, or it 

may be closer to 250,000. It is not a large number of people, but how well 
you understand English in order to register to vote might be an issue. You 

are still entitled to vote even if you do not speak English, if you have an 

entitlement to vote. 

If you look at the data, you can see that gaps remain. The underregistered 
groups were the underregistered groups 10 years ago, and they remain 

the underregistered groups. There is no reason to say that the system has 
had a positive effect in that sense, possibly with the exception of young 

people. I do not know. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I think you are on to something, not least 

because, looking at the demographics, young people, young BAME people, 
all have phones. They do not have to fill in a form when they have that 
device in their hand; the question is how we get the device to work for 

them. It is not a magic wand or a short cut, but if we are in it for the long 
term, and we get some fundamentals right, we could use the device for 

them to get registered. 

Q174 Lord Dykes: I go back to what I would call the coefficients of exhortation 

with which you started, which were very enticing—citizenship, the civic 
role, encouragement and example, how Parliament works and all that. 

What are the practical things that can be done to encourage registration of 
severely underregistered groups? You mention the phone, so I presume 
that it starts with social media. Then there are adverts on TV and radio. 

How would you do it? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I am pleased to say that yesterday it was 

announced by this institution that Operation Black Vote won campaigner of 
the year for the last election. It got tens of thousands of people registered 

to vote and voting. 

To your point, it is about when the community trusts you and you have a 

narrative that can take them on a journey. The journey that we are taking 
with many young black and minority ethnic people with regards to civil 
engagement is from minus 10—“We are really against this”—to plus 10 and 

voting. We have to take them on a journey from minus to plus. Part of that 
journey is that when they say that there is no point in voting, we say, 

“That’s what your detractors want you to do because that way nothing 
changes”. But we cannot say that in five minutes; we have to have a 

conversation and a narrative that takes them from the minus to the plus. 

It takes investment and, when our organisations are so threadbare, we are 

often whistling in the wind. At Operation Black Vote we are lucky, because 
we have enlisted the media giant, Saatchi & Saatchi, which works for us 
pro bono, and our campaign uses celebrities and stuff. You can turn things 

around, but we wish there was more investment by the state in getting 

grass-roots organisations to engage with the communities they know. 
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Imran Sanaullah: We need recognition of how much it really costs to get 
someone registered. Quite often, a lot of funding streams are trapped by 

the number of people you are able to register, and quite often charities go 
for the low-hanging fruit, because it is easier. If we are really talking about 

the hard to engage, it will take time and commitment from community 
organisations and local authorities to go out and engage with those 

individuals, which might mean spending months on understanding what 
the system does, and what this place does. We talk about this place as if 
everyone knows what we do, sitting in these rooms, but that takes an 

education in itself, not just for young people but often for the more elderly 

in communities. 

Consistent funding is an important thing to understand, and not just for 
community groups. It is easy for us to sit down and talk about our own 

groups, but local authorities have been massively overlooked. They were 
able to engage with their communities directly but now they depend on 
community groups, faith institutions and social clubs to engage with the 

community that they are ultimately answerable to. Some of the issues align 

there. 

We heard from our friends in Canada where they have community support 
officers. That is something we lack currently. Our registration officers are 

geared solely towards registration rather than engagement, and 
engagement is the only way you will attract people into engaging with our 

democracy. 

I mentioned education earlier. It is about education, not just at the basic 

level but continuing even through university, when people can actually 
vote, putting something there for universities to entice and encourage 

them. Most students’ unions do that, and they do great work, but it is often 
seen as a more left-leaning tactic to engage with universities. It is 
important for those of us in the centre of politics, or in neutral and apolitical 

groups, to get people encouraged to vote. 

Finally, we need the Electoral Commission to target its marketing. Even 
today, our charity, and probably many other charities, got branding 
guidelines and statements that we can put out, but often they are very 

mass market. For us to engage, the marketing needs to be targeted 

towards our audiences. 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes. I have spoken to the Electoral Commission about 
that, and people seemed to think that it would be a challenge; they can 

target where they put the message, but they cannot change the message. 
The commission can choose to try to send more volume of message A to a 

particular population, but it does not believe—or, at least, the person I was 
speaking to did not seem to believe—that it can tailor it in such a way that 
it did not look as if it was targeting an ethnic group. That seemed to be 

how they interpreted the requirement for impartiality; that was my 

understanding of the conversation. 

I see that as a question, and the data collection issue is another one. I 
would like to see registration rates published at ward level; it would be an 
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improvement for campaigners to know where to target better. 
Constituency and local authority-level data is too high and does not tell us 

in granular enough detail who is underregistered, whereas, if you have 
ward-level data, you can compare that ward versus another ward that 

theoretically has the same population, and you can see underregistration. 

Especially for the point on age, I would like to see how far the data could 

include other demographic variables. Could the Electoral Commission 
publish ward-level data by age or gender? It could probably do that, 

although ethnicity is a challenge, because it does not collect that data. That 
is another question mark that has been flagged in the past: should we be 
collecting data on ethnicity when we gather the annual canvass? There are 

issues of data protection and anonymisation, I agree, but there are ways 

of sharing that data. 

My understanding is that the other institution that ends up getting hold of 
some of the data at the end is the ONS. Given that the ONS has a statutory 

function, could we put pressure on it? We could not do that from our point 
of view, but you could write to the ONS requesting it to publish more 

granular data on who is not registered at local level. If you are targeting, 
you need to know where you are targeting, otherwise you are doing it a bit 
randomly. You are kind of guessing. The way we did it last time was to look 

at the census, which is from 2011; then we looked at place of birth data, 
passport data and ethnicity data, and we had to combine all of that, looking 

at it at local authority level. It is also eight years out of date, so obviously 
everyone is eight years older. The whole thing is not very good, with that 

data. 

The Chair: I understand what you are saying, but I wonder whether it is 

even available. 

Dr Omar Khan: They have ward-level data. One thing to note is that 

political parties all have the data. They get it from the Electoral 
Commission. They need to know how many voters in each ward voted for 

their party. 

The Chair: No. 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes, I think so. 

The Chair: You know who is on the register, but you do not know who is 

going to vote for you. 

Baroness Eaton: You know if they have voted but not how they have 

voted. 

The Chair: You know whether they have voted, but you do not know who 

they have voted for. 

Dr Omar Khan: You know that in ward A there were 900 Conservatives 

and 800 Labour and that in ward B there were— 

The Chair: Oh, yes. 
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Dr Omar Khan: If you are a canvasser for a party, you are obviously going 
to try to drum up more support for your party in the ward where there are 

more of your voters, and you know the registration rates as a result; you 
know that there are more eligible and registered voters in one ward versus 

another, so those data exist. 

The Chair: I think the problem is that we do not have that, but we will 

pursue it. 

Q175 Baroness Mallalieu: The question I was going to ask is one that you have 
all given some answers to already, but I would like to press you a little 
further, if I may. Are there any other bodies that could be doing more to 

identify people who are unregistered and/or to encourage registration? You 
have all said that there is a great need for much more to be done in schools, 

and with students and faith groups, and somebody needs to tell 
Commonwealth voters that they have a right to vote. 

Lord Woolley, you said that, once things were handed over to the Electoral 

Commission and the EROs had limited funding, things went downhill. Is 
there any point in trying to look at taking responsibility back to the local 

areas by giving the EROs a specific responsibility and funding between 
elections specifically to raise targets in their individual areas? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: Of course, the more local you go, the more 

understanding you will have of the communities you seek to serve, so more 
local has to be better. You mentioned what faith groups might do. Perhaps 

there could be some kind of framework for faith groups not just to be faith 
centres but to be civic centres, which would include voter registration and 

becoming a magistrate or a school governor. 

Chair, you said that we are involved in voter registration but I cannot stress 

enough that actually we are involved in the well-being of communities and 
our democracy. If we do not get it right, if people feel alienated and do not 
have a voice, there are other paths they can go down, and we do not like 

the look of that. Getting this right is really important. Beyond voter 

registration and voting, it is about the well-being of our society. 

Dr Omar Khan: The ONS is important in addition to the Electoral 
Commission, electoral registration officers, local authorities and schools. 

As I suggested, because the Office for National Statistics holds data and is 
a different kind of body, as the statutory holder of data, with a different 

role from the Electoral Commission, it might do more. Universities do a lot, 

but they could continue to do more. 

The big issue in voting behaviour, which we hear a lot about politically too, 
is around those who do not go to university, young people not in education, 

employment or training, and groups that are less likely to have a graduate 
degree. How do we reach them? Maybe FE colleges could do more, but that 
is education, so how do we reach them? Where are they congregating? We 

could think about our other public services, such as GP surgeries. Imran 
mentioned national insurance, and data-sharing between the DWP and 

HMRC is on the government agenda, to try to check tax records. You would 
have to be a bit careful about how far citizens’ data is shared across 
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government without our permission, but there are other bodies that hold 

data. 

Lord Woolley has already noted that there are communities that 

understand the underregistered groups better, and they need to be funded 
and supported to do it. You ask why they are not registered. It is partly 
because the existing mainstream institutions of our society are not 

reaching them with their messages. The question is how you are going to 
reach them, and you then have to ask where they are, who they trust and 

who knows those groups. Maybe GP surgeries and even housing 
associations could be thought about, if they leafleted in their lobby areas. 
There are things like that; social housing could potentially be involved, 

because there are underregistered groups there as well. 

Imran Sanaullah: Faith groups and charities are already on my list and 
we have already mentioned them. In GP surgeries there are often posters 
but not in a language that those we define as hard to reach would 

understand. In recognising that, there needs to be cross-platform 
engagement. There are BAME media; even on YouTube there are BAME 

media, and on TV. Quite often, that is where HMRC puts its reminders for 

tax, so why not put in a reminder for people to register to vote? 

Q176 Baroness Eaton: In a lot of ways you have already answered my original 
question, which was whether there were any aspects of voting or electoral 

administration that you thought had a disproportionate impact on ethnic 
minorities or other demographic groups. You have touched on quite a few 
of them already. Can you highlight for us those that you think are the most 

damaging and that we can do something about? There is a difference 
between knowing things and saying, “Well, yes”, and focusing on 

addressing them. 

Imran Sanaullah: We have mentioned that citizens from Commonwealth 
countries are able to vote in elections and many of them do not know that. 

Beyond that, EU residents are able to vote in certain elections and not in 
others. Even last week, when I was canvassing with a group of young 

people, people came to the door and asked, “Can I vote, because I’m not 
too sure about this election?” The communication about whether people 
can vote in certain elections needs to be done better so that people 

recognise it, or there needs to be some sort of standardisation. Especially 
with Brexit now done, or out of the way, and as EU residents become British 

citizens, that should potentially make it easier administratively, but the 

communication around it is important and often missed. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: Rolling out national voter ID is a big danger, 
particularly when you are not putting anything on the other side through 

engagement and other elements that would move the dial. We could go 
even further back. That for me is one of the key areas that could be 

problematic. 

Dr Omar Khan: We have evidence that it will be problematic in Britain. In 

the US, there is no shortage of evidence that voter ID has had a 
disproportionate impact on ethnic minority voters. One of the reasons why 
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the Windrush scandal happened was that people were unable to provide 
sufficient identification, so we know already that there are groups that are 

struggling to provide the levels of identification required, and they were 
put into detention centres because of that. There are reasons for Lord 

Woolley’s concern; we have evidence for that. 

Baroness Eaton: That is historical, though. Presumably, there could be 

ways of addressing it, recognising that that is the issue. The system, if it 
goes ahead, could be designed to accommodate that particular worry and 

deal with it. You are saying that, as it is, without extra communication or 
an improved system, with a particular required paper, it could be 

problematic. 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes. I do not think it is inevitable, but it is likely without 

safeguards or proper rollout. I have spoken to some Windrush people who 

have identity cards, but they have a validity of only five years. 

Baroness Eaton: So it is about looking at those kinds of details. 

Dr Omar Khan: They are going to have to reapply. A lot of them are very 

concerned, because in five years they are going to be 80, and they could 

have lost even more of their documents, potentially. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: Instinctively, it is another layer and another 
barrier: “Big Brother wants to know everything about us, so let’s not 

engage”. What we want to do is to give positive reasons to get greater 

engagement. 

Baroness Eaton:  I understand. 

Dr Omar Khan: It is worth saying that migrants and ethnic minorities 
historically, not just in Britain but across Europe, have had greater fear of 

the state having data about them. 

Baroness Eaton: For obvious reasons, in many cases. 

Dr Omar Khan: We have to be aware that, whatever we think, that is a 
view within migrant communities in particular. Historically, there are 

reasons why migrants feel that way about data-sharing. 

Imran Sanaullah: I know there is a question about voter ID, but is it all 

right if I chip in now? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: We can take it now, but I wanted to ask the 

question. 

Imran Sanaullah: I apologise for jumbling the order.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have another question I can substitute, Chair.     

Imran Sanaullah: We did a smaller focus group with some of our young 

people. It is not just migrants. There is suspicion across the BAME 
community when dealing with authority and when authority asks for your 

ID or who you are. We had questions such as, “Will people know who I 
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voted for, if they know who I am?”, or, “Will it be on record somewhere 
that I voted for this, this and this, because they now know exactly who I 

am, where I live, and all that?” That will have to be dealt with very 
sensitively, especially with the younger BAME communities and first 

generation migrants. 

We view it as a naturally new system, but we have to recognise that a lot 

of migrants have dealt with a system where they have had to show ID 
before, because in their own countries they have to show ID. There will not 

be a huge learning pattern, but for the majority who have already voted it 
will be a learning trend for them, rather more than for first generation 

migrants. 

One thing we wanted to raise, which we raised with the Cabinet Office when 

it asked for our input to its study, was that social mobility is a key issue. 
To get a passport costs between £50 and £70, and many people cannot 
afford that. There has to be some sort of ID implementation process. Our 

Canadian friends mentioned homeless people. If this is a system that 
prevents homeless people voting, there needs to be serious concern about 

that because, regardless of whether they have a registered address or not, 
they need at least to have the capability to vote. Whether they choose to 

or not is down to them. 

The trials are even more concerning. At the last election, 819 people were 

turned away, and there were, I think, only eight constituencies in the trial. 
If that is run across the country, it means many people being turned away. 
Across 2019, 1,968 were turned away and 740 did not return. If that is 

followed across the country, that is many people turning away from the 
system, and we do not know whether the 740 who did not return might 

choose never to engage in an election again, because of that experience. 
Those are things that we need to consider, because public trust is already 
fragile, as was mentioned in the Hansard Society report. We do not want 

this to be the thing that breaks it. 

Dr Omar Khan: There are 9 million people in Britain who do not have a 

passport; it is not a small number. 

The Chair: Are you happy with that, Lord Campbell-Savours? 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I shall substitute another question. 

The Chair: That is fine. 

Q177 Lord Lexden: Dr Khan, you have given some views on the annual canvass. 
Are there any other points you would like to leave with us on that? 

Dr Omar Khan: I am not an expert on this, but when I was speaking to 
EROs they said that they had software that they used to input it, and there 

are three different systems. When I asked questions about age 
demographic variables, they told me that they could not do it and that the 
software company would have to do it. I do not understand that, but there 

may be an IT issue that it is worth getting to the bottom of. Could the 
Electoral Commission, or you or someone else, recommend that the 
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software is made universal and simpler, and collects all the data we might 
need? I do not know very much about it, but it would be worth your talking 

to an ERO about that. 

Lord Lexden: Are there any other points on the annual canvass, how it 

works now and improvements that you would like to see? 

Imran Sanaullah: If we move towards a system of automation where it 
is connected to national insurance numbers, it would be automatically 

updated, so the need for the annual canvass would be removed, reducing 

costs for local authorities. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I reiterate that local authorities need to be 
better empowered, particularly to focus on challenging areas and 

challenging communities. 

Q178 Lord Campbell-Savours: Lord Woolley, you referred to compulsory 

registration, and your colleague, Mr Sanaullah, referred to linking it all to 
national insurance contributions. I think I understood him to say that.  Dr 
Khan referred to the history of BAMEs being used to producing 

identification documentation. 

Can I take you to national identity cards and ask whether, in many ways, 

they would actually solve the problem in the sense that they would lead to 
greater registration? There are all sorts of consequences with national 

identity cards. Do you think they might be helpful in the area of electoral 
registration? 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: I would argue that they would be completely 

and utterly unhelpful. You have to bear in mind that black and minority 
ethnic young people are 24 times more likely to be stopped and searched 

by the police. They will feel that they will be harassed even more to show 

their identity card, if it is rolled out in the way you suggest. 

Imran Sanaullah: I think there are similar issues. When I talked about 
linking it to national insurance, it is not that their contribution means that 

they can then vote; it means that they are on a system that can be shared, 
essentially saving costs. The national identity system would enable you to 
have verification through your national ID number rather than showing a 

passport or an ID card, and the suspicion would increase. Many BAME 
people do not hold a valid passport in the household, because they see no 

need, so the question of an ID card becomes even harder to satisfy. 

Dr Omar Khan: It is also a political issue. Everyone from Jacob Rees-Mogg 

to Jeremy Corbyn has objected to identity cards. We know it was 

attempted. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: You know what? 

Dr Omar Khan: It was attempted under the Labour Government. There 
was an attempt to introduce identity cards, and it was one of the few 
defeats they suffered when they had a very large majority. The tradition 

of libertarian views about identity cards in Britain is quite a deep one 
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among the public and among Britain’s politicians in the Labour, Liberal 
Democrat and Conservative Parties. It is one thing that unites those three 

parties, so I think it would be difficult to propose and get through the other 

House. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I was not asking you for your judgment as to 

the politics of it but whether you thought it would be helpful in this case. 

Dr Omar Khan: We do not have a position right now, because they were 

proposed in 2004. I have reservations based on what Lord Woolley said. I 
would want to look at the evidence on them, but I would be suspicious. I 

think it was 2004 when it was attempted; I cannot remember. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I take you into a far more sensitive area? 

It is very difficult to raise this in a public session, but I am going to do so. 
Many years ago, I was canvassing in a by-election in east London with 
quite a well-known figure in the Labour Party, and we were knocking on 

doors in Asian community areas. What was disturbing us was what was 
happening to women and their right to vote. I do not know a lot about this, 

but I have tried to find out. I understand that there is a culture whereby 
men dominate and women take instruction. That obviously worries us, 
because it has implications for the electoral system. I am sorry to raise it, 

but we have to be open about these things, because otherwise reforms 

never take place. 

The reason why I asked you about identity cards, from within the minority 
community, was that the one way of giving women real rights is by giving 

them a national identity document. It transforms their rights within families 
when otherwise they may well have their rights suppressed. I know that 

you have reservations and you talk about being stopped in the street and 
asked for the card, but I understand for women this is a huge issue. Has it 
passed across your minds that there may be a solution to the problem of 

the treatment of women through the introduction of these cards? 

Dr Omar Khan: I think we would all accept that gender inequality is an 
issue in Asian and all communities in Britain, but I am a bit sceptical as to 
how identity cards are the solution. Empowering women and ensuring that 

they have equal access to education and employment opportunities is of 
vital importance. If you look at the data, nowadays Asian women, including 

Muslim women, are more likely to go to university than Asian men, and 
they are more likely to get firsts, 2.1s and higher-level degree 
qualifications. Among the younger generation, the evidence is quite strong 

that women are stepping through, but that does not mean that men are 
not trying to obstruct them in achieving everything they can. That exists 

in all communities. The issue is much bigger than identity cards, which may 
or may not be a solution to some things, but I do not think they are the 

cure-all for gender inequality. 

Lord Woolley of Woodford: A holistic approach will deal with gender and 

race inequality. If you get that right and get citizenship education right at 
a very early level so that people feel that these are their institutions and 
they want to engage, young women will want to vote and engage, as will 
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older women. Then you get greater representation and policies that better 
reflect the community’s concerns. It is a win-win, and fundamental to it is 

leadership, and getting the buy-in that we need to invest in that area. 

Imran Sanaullah: We need to call it what it is. It is domestic abuse. For 
anyone to have the right over someone else’s vote and their freedom is 
domestic abuse, and the law needs to reflect that. I do not see an ID card 

fixing that problem. I do not see anyone saying, “Oh, I’ve got this card. 
This will protect me”. There are services that need to protect those women. 

There is other domestic abuse. It might be civil couples or it might be 
between parent and child; we see a lot of that happening in various 
communities. It is about the trust in the systems, whether the local 

systems or the police, and about them not being willing to engage with the 
support system that should be there to save them. Considering that an ID 

card might fix that for them is risky. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Yes, but we knocked on doors in those areas 

and we found that many women are on no documentation at all, and that 
everything is in the husband’s name. I cannot see how, in that kind of local 

society, women have rights; I cannot understand how it is possible, if they 
are on nothing. If they are not on any documentation apart from, maybe, 
a pension book or something, how can we possibly just rely on education 

to deal with that? 

Imran Sanaullah: I do not think it is about education. It is making them 
aware of what they have exposure to in the UK. Quite often these are cases 
where women have come from different countries and, therefore, feel that 

they have to rely on or answer to their husbands, or whoever has brought 
them to the UK. It is about showing them that they are residents here, in 

the UK, and making the system easier. There are even issues with divorce 
systems, and the capacity of a woman to be able to divorce, or whether 
the marriage is even legally registered in the UK. It is very far from their 

minds to ask whether they can vote; it is more about whether they even 

have the right to stay in the country. 

Q179 The Chair: I have one final question. You have seen that there is the 
prospect of the Government who have just been returned bringing in 

legislation for identity cards, or not identity cards as such but some form 
of identity for voting. You have expressed your views on that. The 

interesting thing is that they are doing it perhaps on the basis that they 
have tested it by having a pilot scheme. We had three people with us who 
had different pilot schemes and said, “This is how it worked for us”, and so 

forth. I am putting a question to you that you might want to give some 
thought to and then write to us later. Is there a pilot scheme that would 

help with BAME registration that would be worth pursuing and, if that 
works, then going nationwide? Is there some pilot that would be worth 
pursuing? Is that worth considering? 

Dr Omar Khan: Yes, I think it would be very good. It would be good to 

evaluate it and maybe try it in different areas. 

The Chair: If you would like to come up with a scheme, we could consider 
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it. 

Dr Omar Khan: UCL is looking at that. A research project has just started 

that I have been made aware of. 

The Chair: Right. Thank you very much indeed for coming along. 
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Examination of witnesses 

Stéphane Perrault and Michel Roussel. 

Q159 The Chair: We are delighted to have you with us. I have a formal 
statement to make at the beginning. We welcome you to this evidence 

session, which is being broadcast live via the parliamentary website; a 
transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the Committee 

website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to the transcript 
where necessary. I am clear that you are Stéphane Perrault; would you 
give us the name of your colleague? 

Stéphane Perrault: Yes, I am the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada, and 
my colleague is Mr Michel Roussel, the Deputy Chief Electoral Officer, 

Electoral Events and Innovation. He is in charge of operations for the 

election. 

The Chair: He is your deputy. 

Stéphane Perrault: Yes, he is my deputy. 

The Chair: Fine. Can you give us an overview of how electoral registration 

works in Canada? What do you see as the key strengths and weaknesses 

of the Canadian system? 

Stéphane Perrault: Absolutely. It is an honour to do that. In Canada, we 
have had a national register of electors since 1997; before that, we did 

enumerations during elections themselves. The national register is a 
permanent list of all the electors in Canada, and from the register we 

generate the lists that are used to conduct elections. 

Registration in Canada is not automatic. The rules are that electors, of their 
own volition, have to accept being registered on the register of electors. 
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There is one exception: electors who are registered at provincial level are 
automatically registered at federal level, through sharing data with 

provincial partners. Beyond that, electors have to take a step to be included 

in the national register of electors. 

It is important to keep in mind that the national register of electors is 
largely fed through data partners. Canada is a federation, as you know, 

and most of the data for life events—births, deaths, drivers and moving—
is collected at provincial level. To feed the national register of electors, we 

have some 45 agreements with data partners that share information with 
Elections Canada. Those chains of information allow us continuously to 
update the register on that basis. In some cases—for example, the driver’s 

licence—we receive on a periodic basis information from drivers’ bureaux. 
Through this, we either update existing electors who are registered on the 

national register of electors or we find new individuals we did not have, 
and then we write to those individuals and ask whether they wish to be 
included on the register. We do periodic mailouts to increase the content 

of the national register of electors. 

Electors on their own can be included in a number of ways. We have an 
online registration system, so they can register online, and they can verify 
whether they are registered and, if they are registered, whether they are 

registered at the right address. They can go online and do that, and we 
encourage voters, in particular in the lead-up to an election and during an 

election period, to look up their information on the register and make sure 
that they are registered at the proper address and, if not, to register 
themselves. They can also mail their application, but, increasingly, it is 

done through the online registration system. 

There are a number of other ways to get on to the register. Electors, when 
they file their taxes, can check a box attesting that they are Canadian 
citizens, are 18 years of age and wish to be included on the register of 

electors. Through tax filings, from our information-sharing agreements 
with the Canada Revenue Agency, we include new voters on the register 

and, of course, use that data to update information on the register. 

Finally, there are a number of ways to register during the election. Electors 

can go to the returning offices, and they can go online, as I mentioned, 
and we do some targeted revision in high-mobility areas. We visit new 

residential developments and seniors’ homes to make sure that we have 
everybody registered, and that feeds into the national register and helps 

to produce the list of electors. 

In Canada, about 14% of elector information changes every year, and most 

of that is change of address, due to people moving around. About 3 million 
Canadians move every year, out of 27 million voters. Outside the election 
period, the vast majority of changes occur through our data-sharing 

agreements with partners. It is not the electors who provide us with that 
information; we learn of electors who have moved and then automatically 

make changes to their voter information through our partnerships—for 
example, through drivers’ bureaux. Some electors go online and register 
or update their information, but they are in a minority, outside the election. 



Stéphane Perrault, Chief Electoral Officer of Canada – Oral evidence (QQ 159-168) 

 

Inside, during the election period, it is the reverse: the vast majority of 
changes to the register are made by electors themselves, either by going 

online or by attending a returning office. 

The Chair: Thank you very much for that start. You indicated that it is a 
national register, yet it is obviously geographically based. If you live in a 
polling district, in a riding, you can vote only in the specific polling district 

where you are registered, as I understand it. Am I right in that? 

Stéphane Perrault: For the most part, yes. The register includes 
information about the voters, who can, of course, add geographic 
information. Voters are assigned to electoral districts and, within districts, 

a polling division, which has a list of some 400 electors in a particular area 
where electors go to vote on polling day, or at advance polls. We will 

probably come back to that later on. Electors in Canada must attend their 
polling division, the place where they are assigned to vote, with one 
exception; if they vote through special ballot, either by mail or at any 

returning officer’s office, they can vote anywhere in the country. 

Baroness Mallalieu: How do you deal with the question of confidentiality? 
When people go on to your online system and make changes, how do you 
stop them accessing information that they should not receive, for example, 

about other people? 

Stéphane Perrault: When they go online to verify whether they are 
registered, they have to provide their name, date of birth and address 
information. In some cases, if they have moved, they provide their former 

address information, which will give them confirmation that they are on 
the register at a particular address. Once they have that confirmation, they 

can change that address information. They cannot access other people’s 

data to do that. 

There are several ways for an elector to be added to the register, if they 
are not on the register. A person can enter their name and address, and 

then they will be required, if they have a driver’s licence, to include the 
driver licence number, the file they have to motor legally. That creates a 
connection, because we have access to the motor vehicle data; we have a 

common identifier in the driver’s information, and that confirms that we 
are satisfied that this person, with their name, date of birth and driver’s 

number information, is the right information. If they have a driver’s 

number, that’s how they register and vote. 

If they do not have a driver’s licence, and a significant number of Canadians 
do not have a driver’s licence, they can upload identification documents on 
to the register, and in that case there is a manual verification that we use 

to be satisfied as to the quality of the documents, and whether they are 
the types of documents that we accept. Based on that, we can confirm 

their registration address. 

The Chair: Before the last federal election, Elections Canada secured a 

very high registration rate of 96.4% of eligible electors, which seems 

splendidly high. What are the main factors contributing to that? 
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Stéphane Perrault: I have to agree that I am quite happy about those 
numbers, which are the numbers as they were at the time of what we call 

cutting the preliminary list of electors. That is prior to targeted revision and 
prior to updates done during the writ period, so the actual numbers are 

materially higher even than at the time of voting on polling day. But 96.4% 

is high for the preliminary list of electors. 

A number of factors contributed to that. Certainly, we did some mail outs 
to young Canadians in the lead-up to the election, we encourage Canadians 

to go online and verify their information. We also remove them from the 
record, so the increase in coverage of the national register is not made at 
the expense of accuracy. Our accuracy numbers have gone up; accuracy 

is at 93.3%. The reason for that, largely, is that we removed over 200,000 
obsolete records from the register before the election. Those are records 

for which we had no active registration for a period of time, so we wrote to 
those voters and, if they did not write back, we excluded them from the 

register. 

One new thing we did at this election was that we used the Canada 

Revenue Agency data not only to update the records but to add new voters, 
and we did that for the first time for one reason. In the past, we did not 
have access to data on non-citizens residing in Canada, and our analysis 

showed that a fairly large number of people who checked on the tax form 
to be included on the register, and who also checked the box saying that 

they were Canadian citizens and signed to that effect, in fact were not all 

Canadian citizens. There was a certain amount of pollution in the data. 

In the past, we did not use tax data to increase the number or add people 
to the register but merely to update their information. This time around, 

because of new legislation, we have access to information from the 
immigration department, which provided us with a list of people who are 
resident in Canada but are not Canadian citizens. We have used that to 

filter the tax filer data. Through that process, we were able to add 900,000 
voters to the register in the spring leading up to the election, significantly 

improving the overall coverage of the register. 

The Chair: I have one more question at this stage. Forgive me if I compare 

and contrast, but there is one concept that we do not really understand 
here, which is being able to get yourself on the register on polling day. 

That is something we do not have, and we cannot conceive of it. In the 
papers you sent us, it appears that 5% of people who vote register on 
polling day. How does that work? Indeed, it slightly worries me that people 

could say, “We can’t be bothered with signing up early because we can do 
it on the day”. How do they know which polling place to go to, to register? 

Some of them may not be used to voting. It seems somewhat messy, and 
it could be very time consuming on polling day if people turned up who 

were not expected. 

Stéphane Perrault: We have polling day registration, which includes not 

only polling day but any of the four days of advance polling. An elector can 
show up who is not registered and provide documentary proof of their 
identity and address. If they do not have documented proof of address, 
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they can have somebody attest to their address who has proper 
documentation and resides in the same polling district. Evidence has to be 

shown of identification and address. About 5% of voters register on polling 

day. 

It is not entirely without challenge; it creates a small element of 
uncertainty in the number of people we can expect at a particular poll. We 

sometimes see a higher percentage of polling day registration, but for the 
most part it works quite well. Voters need to know where to go, so they 

need to call Elections Canada or their local returning office with their 
address information, and they get directed to the proper poll, or they can 
go online and enter their postal code and information online and we direct 

them where to attend, whether it is a local school or a local church. Then 

they go there and register on polling day. 

It is a slower process. We encourage people to register in advance; we 
much prefer them to register in advance, so that we know exactly how 

many people we can expect and the process at the polls is not slowed down 

by registration, but it is not overly problematic. 

The Chair: How many staff are there normally in a polling place? 

Stéphane Perrault: A polling place will include a number of polls; we have 
to make that distinction. A poll is a list of voters that is typically between 

400 and 600 voters. The reason why it varies in number is that, in rural 
areas, we do not want people to have to travel too much; if we have a 
larger list, they have a longer distance. Every polling division has a short 

list of the voters within the electoral district. In a polling place, say a school 
gymnasium, we may have up to eight, 10 or sometimes 12 different polling 

divisions. Voters arrive; they have a voter information card, because, when 
they register, they receive a voter information card that gives them the 
address of the polling division and, within that address, the particular poll 

they must attend. They go to a school and they have to attend, for 
example, poll number 103, so they need to go to that particular poll to 

vote. 

The Chair: Thank you, that is helpful. 

Q160 Lord Hayward: Can I follow up on the question the Chairman just asked? 
You have answered one part of my question, but from the way you are 

talking about registration on the day it seems to be open to potential fraud 
quite easily. I recognise that we have a slight sound problem at this end, 

but, as I understood it, you identified that you have to have a name, an 
address and a date of birth, and, from that, you can change the 
registration. I am not too adept at IT, but my lodger, who is in his 20s, 

would find it incredibly easy to find any person’s name, address and date 
of birth. What protection do you have in relation to fraud in those 

circumstances? I could have great fun changing my neighbours’ addresses. 

Stéphane Perrault: There are two types of fraud you may be concerned 

with. The example you gave is a form of voter suppression fraud, whereby 
you go in with somebody else’s name and address and remove that person, 
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without any documents to prove that, because the person is already 
registered and you have basic information from the address, so you go 

online and remove their address from the poll. There are a couple of 
safeguards around that. The first is that the voter who has been removed 

can still come on polling day and register on polling day at that particular 
poll, so he or she will not be suppressed. The documents that they need to 

vote and the documents they need to register are identical. It is not more 
cumbersome through voter ID to come to the polls to register or to vote; 
the same documents are required. Going online and moving people out of 

their district to prevent them voting would not be very effective; voters 
could, as I said, enter a postal code, find the right poll, go there and 

register to vote. 

The other type of fraud would be to move yourself to another polling 

location. For example, for strategic voting, you could move your vote to 
another electoral district where it is more competitive. If you do that, when 
you come to vote, for the same reason, you still need to provide 

documentary proof of your address, so you cannot move yourself to 
another location, unless at the polls you also have documentary proof of 

address in that polling division. To do that, you have to prove it, which is 
why in Canada we have proof of address not only when you register but 

when you vote, if you are already registered. 

Lord Hayward: Can I clarify whether you have identified that the online 

tool is actually popular? Is it used by certain demographic groups more 

than others? 

Stéphane Perrault: At the last election, 2 million voters went online to 
verify their address and, of the 2 million, 200,000 corrected their address 

information. Those were Canadians who had moved. Then we had 80,000 
who added themselves to the register. Within the 80,000 who added 
themselves to the register, 60,000 were aged 18 to 24, so the vast majority 

of users who go online to register tend to be in the 18 to 24 age group. 

Q161 Baroness Eaton: Are there any gaps in the register between different 
demographic, socioeconomic and other groups? How does Elections 
Canada monitor those and ensure that harder-to-reach groups are 

registered and represented? 

Stéphane Perrault: That is an important question. The most important 

gap we have is for the 18 to 24 group. Coverage of the register for those 
over 24 or 25 is at almost 100%. Coverage for 18 to 24, in 2015, at the 
last election, was at 72%; in this election, it is at 78%, so that is a material 

improvement for that age group, but it remains the most significant gap 
for us. For the future, we have a future voters list. Canadians aged between 

14 and 17 are able to pre-register and we can automatically put them into 
the register when they come of age. That is being set up as we speak, and 

we have yet to reap the benefits of it. 

The age gap is the only gap you can see by looking at our register, because 

we do not have sociodemographic data other than age and geography. We 
have some geographic indications. We do surveys after an election, and 
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through surveys we identify groups that face special barriers to voting. In 
preparing for the election, we use special outreach voters groups. We do 

targeted communications using social media, for example, and outreach 
activities to encourage those communities, which will include, for example, 

First Nations, youth and new Canadians; we encourage those people to go 
online to register ahead of the election. That is how we identify and close 

the gaps. 

Q162 Lord Dykes: Can I come back to some of the key aspects and leading 

examples of different kinds of fraud that you have seen perpetrated in 
elections? Are there particular areas of fraud where the population 
perceives the system to be vulnerable? 

Stéphane Perrault: There is no evidence base for systemic fraud in 
Canada. We spoke earlier, for example, of people moving addresses on the 

register, but that is something that we can verify. If we have seen 
somebody moving during the writ period, and then moving back, we put 
right that information and, under the data-sharing agreement, we identify 

those types of fraud. We have mechanisms in place. 

Overall, Canadians are very trusting of our electoral process. Traditionally, 
at the last election, our survey showed that 92% were confident in the 
administration of the election and trusted the administration of the 

election. We do not have data for this election, but I expect it to go down, 
because we have seen trust in institutions generally go down, so this is not 

without concern. Overall, confidence in electoral administration in Canada 

is very high. 

As I said, there is no evidence of organised fraud in Canada. We have a 
number of safeguards; one of them is through data-sharing agreements. 

Through other administrative partners, we have data on voters, so we can 
see whether they are moving around in ways that are suspicious, and we 
can identify that in the registration. As I said earlier, strict documentary 

evidence is required to register in Canada and vote. 

Our voting, much like the UK’s, is an open process. Candidate 
representatives are present and observe the vote and count process. It is 
a completely transparent, paper-based process; there is no electronic 

voting or counting at the federal level. It is a manual, paper count. Within 
the vote itself, two poll workers at all times issue the ballot. The voter 

provides identification to the workers, and once they receive the ballot their 
name is struck and they vote behind a privacy screen. They mark their 
ballot, and there is a stub with the number of the ballot that corresponds 

to the number recorded by the issuing officers. There is a comparison to 
see that the voter is coming back with the same ballot that they left with 

when they went behind the privacy screen. The stub is torn off the ballot 
and the ballot is placed in the box, and it is only opened in the presence of 

witnesses. It is a fully transparent and controlled environment. 

Q163 Baroness Pidding: You have already told us a bit about different voting 

options that are unavailable in the UK, such as advance voting days and 
same-day registration. Is there any more you want to tell us about those 
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and other methods to encourage greater voter turnout in elections, and 
how effective they are? What are the administrative challenges associated 

with providing those options? 

Stéphane Perrault: We have talked about same-day registration. I think 

I mentioned that people can register on the day and with advance polls, 
which points to some of the voting options that we have in Canada. We 

offer a wide range of voting options to voters in Canada. Some 70% of 
votes cast are cast on polling day, and 30% of votes are cast prior to polling 
day through one of the several means that Canadians can use to vote. 

Those are the numbers from the most recent election, and they have been 
increasing steadily over the years. At the last election, 26% cast their ballot 

on one of the four days for advance votes. We have a process that starts 
10 days prior to polling day, on the 10th, 9th, 8th and 7th days prior to 
polling day, so there are four full days of advance voting. Anybody can 

attend advance polls, as long as they attend their own poll location. 

At the last election, 26% of voters voted in advance polls. We know that 

one of the big drivers for that is convenience, but another important driver 
is the campaigns. Candidates and parties strongly push their supporters to 

vote early so that they can simply lock in the vote. That is very different 
from other jurisdictions, such as Australia, where advance polling is not as 

popular with the political class. In Canada, the political class pushes voters 

to vote early. 

Voters can vote through a range of means, through what we call the special 
ballot, which is something that can be used at any time during the election 
process. Starting at the issue of the writ, people can go to any returning 

office in Canada and vote in advance through a special ballot. They can 
apply to vote by mail through special ballot. If they are living abroad, they 

can apply to be on the international register and receive automatically a 
ballot kit by mail, once the writs are issued. We use the special ballot for 

voting on campuses, and we have kiosks for work camps. There are a range 
of options for Canadians to cast their ballot, in hospitals and for seniors in 
long-term care facilities, to make sure that people have the opportunity to 

vote. 

As for how this relates to increasing participation, there is no strong 

evidence. There is evidence in the US that same-day registration correlates 
with higher turnout, so there is a correlation in a jurisdiction that has same-

day registration with higher turnout. Whether that is causation is another 
story. We do not have studies in Canada showing how flexibility of voting 
options impacts on participation. It certainly makes sure that people have 

very few reasons not to vote, in the sense that they have all kinds of 
options. Circumstances in their lives should not be an obstacle to voting, 

because we have a wide range of voting options. There is no data available 
that shows causation or correlation between voter participation and the 

increase in voting options. I may not have answered all the various aspects 

of your question. I may have skipped some elements. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: What is your attitude to postal voting? I cannot 
work out where in the stats, within the 92%, there is a figure relating to 
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any postal voting at all. 

Stéphane Perrault: There are relatively low numbers of postal voting, 
and I can ask my colleagues to fill in the actual numbers. Where we have 

seen an increase in the last election is in relation to international votes, 

because in Canada the rules changed before the last election. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: There is a low incidence of postal voting. 

Stéphane Perrault: Yes.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Could that be because of your early voting 

system, because of the existence of the advance voting system? In other 

words, do you see it as an alternative? 

Stéphane Perrault: It certainly could be. I do not have direct evidence of 
that. What we know is that early voting or the advance poll is increasingly 

popular. We had over 3 million in this election, which is a 33% increase 
from the last election, and the last election was a 75% increase from the 
election prior to that. The rate of uptake of the offer of the advance vote 

has been very high, but not so with mail voting, which has decreased. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I turn it back on you? If you did not have 
advance voting, do you think you would have a greater volume of postal 

voting? 

Stéphane Perrault: We might. As a hypothesis, that is reasonable, but I 

do not know that. We would probably have to promote vote by mail more 

than we do right now, which would perhaps contribute. 

The Chair: It would be helpful if we knew how you could get a postal vote. 
Can anybody ask for a postal vote, or is it restricted to people in certain 

categories? 

Stéphane Perrault: Anybody can ask for a postal vote. There are two 

restrictions. One is that voters have to apply before the sixth day prior to 
polling day. That is because, when you apply for a postal vote, we strike 
your name from the voter list so that, if you show up at the polls when you 

have applied for a postal vote, you will be shown to have already voted. If 
Canadians who reside in Canada apply at any time from the issue of the 

writ to the sixth day prior to polling day, anybody can vote by mail. They 
must then ensure that their ballot is returned to Elections Canada by six 
o’clock on polling day. That is the cut-off. Unlike other jurisdictions, we do 

not continue to count mail ballots received after that deadline. 

Those are the voters in Canada. International voters vote by special ballot. 
In their case, they can apply to be on the international register ahead of 
the election. They can also apply during the election, but by applying ahead 

they ensure that we will issue the voting kit as soon as the writs are issued. 

The Chair: There must be people with health issues and people who may 
be called away to work somewhere hundreds of miles away who think, 
“Well, I might not be able to vote. I’d better get a postal vote”. I am 
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surprised that there are not rather more of those people than there appear 

to be. 

Stéphane Perrault: If you are going to be away from your polling area 

for the election, and you know that in advance, you can vote by mail. We 
certainly see that; we have had elections in the winter, for example, when 
a lot of Canadians and seniors have gone down south, so there is a marked 

increase in mail ballots in that category of voters. You can also vote at any 
returning office anywhere in Canada, and you can cast a ballot, which will 

effectively be the same thing as a mail ballot; it is a special ballot put into 
a double envelope. It is only collectable by the local returning officer 
wherever it is in Canada, and that returning officer is serving, essentially, 

as the mail delivery system. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: In all your briefing material, I personally found 
the advance voting system the most interesting. Can you send us more 

material on how that actually works? 

Stéphane Perrault: I would be delighted to do that. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: To me, it was the most important part of the 

brief. 

Stéphane Perrault: Advance voting is an interesting phenomenon, 
because it is generally not as well regarded in other jurisdictions. The 

Australians have reservations about it, whereas Canadian politicians are 
very eager to lock in their vote, so they push voters to vote in advance 

polls more aggressively as every election goes live. It becomes part of the 

strategy for parties to target and promote the use of advance polls. 

In 2015, we had significant line-ups at advance polls in Canada. Significant 
is a relative term; it could be an hour or, in the worst cases, two hours. 

That was because we had a 75% increase that we did not foresee in 
advance poll registration. This time around, we increased the number of 
advance polls by 24%, the hours for advance polls were doubled by 50% 

and we simplified the process to make sure that it was faster. As a result, 
despite having 1.3 million more voters in advance polls—30% more 

voters—we appear, at least in this election, to have resolved the problem 
of line-ups, so there were no systemic line-up issues in the process. It is a 
labour-intensive process, and one of our challenges for this election has 

been to have the requisite numbers of staff on the polling day and on the 

four days for advance polls. 

Q164 The Chair: In your role as the Chief Electoral Officer, you have certain 
responsibilities, we understand, in implementing public education and 

information programmes for students. Can you give us some insight on 
how that works, the sort of activities you do, and how effective they are? 

Stéphane Perrault: Absolutely. I have a mandate to conduct education 
and information programmes, in particular for voters who face barriers. It 
is not a specific group but for groups in the general population that face 

barriers to voting. Increasingly, we have found it useful to work with 
stakeholder groups. In the lead-up to the last election, we had about 120 
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partner organisations. We provided them with information about the voting 
process and they leveraged their own networks and groups in their 

communities, such as new Canadians, indigenous Canadians, young 
Canadians and students. They became spokespersons for Elections Canada 

by sharing our information, so working with stakeholders is a very effective 

method of reaching groups that are harder to reach. 

Returning officers in each electoral district hire what we call community 
relations officers. For example, at the last election we had over 1,500 

community relations officers. They have a special pass, for example, for 
official minority languages or for areas where there are indigenous 
communities. A community relations officer will be assigned to work with 

those communities. In some cases, we have them for the homeless in 
urban areas or for seniors. Returning officers have the ability, and are 

encouraged, to hire community relations officers, so that during the writ 
period, during the course of the election, they engage with communities 
and help to explain how the voting process and the system work, giving 

them the information they need to participate. 

We have civic education for youth. It is important to keep in mind that, in 
Canada, education is a provincial jurisdiction and not a federal 
responsibility, and we cannot affect or influence the curriculums of schools. 

What we can do, and have done, is to create tools for teachers. We create 
resources working with teachers, making sure that the resources fit the 

curriculums of all Canadian jurisdictions. For example, we have tools on 
geography and maths, and they will be used for election models or election 
geography. Students within their curriculum can use Elections Canada 

material with teachers to do activities that serve broader purposes. 

We reviewed the education tools we issued in 2018. They have been quite 
popular; we had a 99% satisfaction rate from teachers. This is more of a 
long-term activity, of course, which we are building with stakeholders in 

the knowledge that, the more students know about the electoral process 
and about parliamentary institutions, the more likely they are to want to 

register to vote when they become 18. That is an important element. 

We do not have good data on effectiveness. It is very hard to measure the 

impact on participation of any particular activity. We have some metrics—
for example, on the satisfaction and uptake of our products, and the 

number of activities that are being done. Evidence of direct impact on 
participation is hard to have. We have performance measure frameworks 
for some of those provisions, particularly the civic education programme, 

and we have the Inspire Democracy programme, which is a programme of 
resources used by our community and network partners. We will conduct 

a formal evaluation in 2021, so we will have more information on the 
effectiveness of that, but it will not provide direct evidence of impact on 
participation. It will provide evidence of knowledge increase, for example, 

but not direct impacts. 

Q165 Lord Lexden: Could you explain, first, how elections are funded and 
resourced in Canada and, secondly, what support and training are available 
to election administrators to ensure that they do their job well? 
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Stéphane Perrault: We have a unique funding model in Canada. We have 
two funding authorities. We have an annual vote, like most departments in 

Canada; our budget is voted annually. But the annual vote covers only the 
salaries of the permanent staff at Elections Canada headquarters. It 

provides baseline funding for the salaries of headquarters staff and, for the 

upcoming year, approximately $47 million will be voted shortly. 

We also have what we call the statutory authority, which is a permanent 
authority that draws from the Treasury and the Consolidated Revenue Fund 

and covers all the other activities and expenses of Elections Canada, 
including in particular the expenses related to the conduct of by-elections 
and general elections. That statutory authority varies considerably, 

depending on where we are in the electoral cycle. I plan for some of the 
expenditures, I report on planned expenditure and I am accountable to 

Parliament for those expenditures, but I do not require parliamentary 
approval to spend, because that approval is permanently granted in the 
Canada Elections Act. That is what the funding model is, and if you have 

additional questions I shall be happy to answer them. 

On support and training for administrators, the language around 
administrators may capture two different realities. The main reality is that 
returning officers and their staff do not have a permanent workforce 

outside the headquarters of Elections Canada. Returning officers are 
appointed for 10 years, but they work on a part-time basis. They have a 

monthly stipend, they receive between elections a small monthly fee, which 
covers ongoing support and engagements. They are part of the planning 
exercise for the election. We issue tasks for them, for example, to do with 

geography or polling divisions. They have to identify potential places for 
their own office, which they have to lease during the election, and for 

polling places. They have regular tasks, and we engage with them, so there 

is ongoing engagement with returning officers. 

We changed the model of training for returning officers in the last cycle; 
we provided what we call just-in-time training. If there is a geography task 

in the next month, and they will be required to redo the polling division 
boundaries, we say, “Here’s some software, and you have to train on that 
software just before the task”. They are not trained a long time before the 

task so that they forget about it; they are trained just in time to conduct 

those tasks. 

Our poll workers are an entirely impermanent workforce. All the poll 
workers are retirees, or students, or are otherwise for some reason 

available to work for us, but they are not permanent employees. Their 
training is conducted over a very short period of a number of weeks leading 

up to polling day, in a three-hour training session. There are very complex 
tasks to accomplish; in particular, there is polling-day registration in 
Canada and there are complex voter ID rules for polls and procedures. We 

provide a hands-on training approach where they are given certain 
scenarios. There is basic information, and then they get a hands-on 

approach to training using common scenarios that they will face, and they 

have guidebooks that they can use during the election. 
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Q166 Baroness Mallalieu: Can you tell us a bit more about the timetable, which 
I think differs from the one we have here? Here there is a set timetable of 

25 working days from the Dissolution of Parliament. We understand that 
you have a different approach and, in your October 2019 election, the 

period lasted 41 days. Can you explain, first, how the timetable is set and, 
secondly, what are the pluses and minuses for allowing longer election 

periods? 

Stéphane Perrault: We have, as you do, a fixed-date election calendar in 
Canada. The difference between the UK and Canada is that our fixed date, 

which is the third Monday in October in the fourth year, is not legally 
binding on the Government of the day, although they are more or less 

politically bound by it. There are no legal shackles to prevent them calling 
an election. Other than that, you are correct that we have a minimum 
period of 36 days, which was established in 1996. We now have a 

maximum period, for the first time, at the last election, of 51 days. In the 
past, there have been longer periods; there is no legislated maximum 

period. The previous election in 2015 was a 79-day election, which was 
highly exceptional. Traditionally, we have had 36-day elections pretty 
much as a constant for the last couple of decades, so 79 days was an 

exception and 41 was a bit long. 

From my perspective, 41 days is the optimal period. It is important, given 
that we need to hire some 250,000 more workers and we do not have any 
permanent staff; public servants do not work on polling day. We have to 

hire and train 250,000 Canadians to work at polls, mostly made up of 
retirees and students, and that all takes place during the writ period. 

Returning officers do not have offices open prior to the issuing of the writ, 
so when the writs are issued they have to identify a site and sign the lease, 
and set up the IT equipment, the hardware and telephone lines. That is 

what is required by the nature of our system, whereby there is no 

permanent capacity to run an election. 

The third factor is the advance polls. As discussed, we have four days of 
advance polls, which start on day 10 and go to day seven, the 10th, 9th, 

8th and 7th days prior to polling day. Voting actually starts in the 36-day 
calendar as if it was a 26-day calendar; it is earlier than in your calendar. 

Those factors make a 41-day calendar much more palatable and easier to 
administer than a shorter calendar. Between 36 and 41, we would prefer 
41 days, but we can manage in 36 days. Shorter than that would be 

difficult. 

Longer elections are not so difficult to administer, but they are more 

expensive for candidates and parties. That risks creating an imbalance in 
the resources available for parties and candidates. In 2015, the law on 

spending limits was adjusted to prorate spending limits in accordance with 
the length of the calendar. On that basis, a longer calendar would help 

parties and candidates with more resources, whereas a shorter calendar 
does not do that. The law was modified on spending limits so that they are 
no longer adjusted but are fixed irrespective of the length of the electoral 

calendar. 
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Q167 Baroness Suttie: As you probably know, the UK Government are planning 
to introduce voter ID at polling stations and to extend voting rights to all 

UK citizens living abroad, regardless of how long they have been living 
abroad. Can you tell us a little about the Canadian experience of voter ID 

requirements and of extending voting rights to all Canadian citizens, even 
those living abroad? 

Stéphane Perrault: Voter ID rules were introduced in Canada in 2007. 
They were not a response to any actual evidence of fraud. They were a 
response to a desire of parties and Members of Parliament to reimport trust 

into the process, but there was no actual evidence of systemic fraud. We 
have a fairly restrictive voter ID system in Canada. Voters are required to 

provide a single piece of government-issued photo ID with full name and 
address; effectively, that is a driver’s licence, or in some jurisdictions the 
health card, but there are very few such documents that exist. Voters can 

also show two documents without photo ID, one with name and the other 
with name and address. Those documents must be on a list that the chief 

electoral officer approves—that I approve—as an acceptable piece of ID. 

One of the challenges that Canadians face is proving their address. There 

are very few documents that exist with proof of address. To respond to 
that problem, the list of acceptable pieces is fairly long; there are about 40 

pieces on it. It includes bank statements and credit card statements, or 
utility bills, which typically have people’s address on them; that will be 
presented with another piece of ID at the polls. Most Canadians have no 

problem providing pieces of ID or proof of address, but there is a small 
subset of the population that does have such problems. Seniors in care 

facilities do not have documents with proof of address, and there are some 
seniors whose status has altered and so they do not have documents in 
their name. There are young Canadians who do not necessarily drive and 

who live with their parents and do not pay the bills. There are subsets of 

the population for whom the address is a challenge. 

There are a number of things that we can do to alleviate that. We have had 
voter information cards since the last election, which are acceptable as 

proof of address with another document. In some cases, a voter can be 
vouched for, so an elector who does not have proof of ID and address can 

be vouched for by another elector who has proof of address and identity, 
and who resides in the same polling division. There are some restrictions. 
It is a bit more flexible for nurses in nursing homes, who are allowed to 

vouch for more than one voter, but otherwise you can vouch for only one. 

Proof of address has been a bit of a challenge in Canada. It is not a major 

issue, but it is a bit of a challenge. If you are already registered, the proof 
of address is just another proof of your identity. You are the “John Doe” 

that we have on the register residing at that particular address; the address 
and geography work has already been done, and you have been assigned 

a particular poll in a particular area. When you go to vote, the only reason 
why you show your address is to confirm that you are the same “John Doe” 
we have at that particular address. It is really like a second factor 

authentification. 
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For the most part, accuracy in the system works well; it is well accepted, 
and there are very few who face major problems. For those who do—for 

example, homeless people and people in shelters—we allow attestation 
from administrators, who attest to their residing, or having resided 

recently, at that shelter. If you have more questions on that, I shall be 

happy to come back to it. 

As for voting abroad, there was a Supreme Court of Canada decision in 
early 2019 striking down our previous rule, which was a five-year 

limitation. In the past, Canadians residing abroad could vote, provided that 
they were abroad for no more than five years. Some exceptions were 
allowed for people representing Canada abroad, but otherwise we had a 

five-year limitation. Under that regime, a fairly small number voted; there 
were 11,000, out of 16,000 on the register, which was a small subset of 

the electorate. 

Following the Supreme Court decision, at the last election we extended 

voting for Canadians abroad, no matter how long they have resided abroad. 
Some had concerns about how extensive the rates will be. Our estimation, 

which we think is fairly accurate, is that there will not be a groundswell of 
votes. In this election, I think 33,000 Canadians voted from abroad, so it 
is not a very large number. About 6,000 voted from abroad whose ballots 

came in late. If those were recorded as having cast a ballot, there would 

have been more. 

Baroness Suttie: Can I ask about voter ID and its introduction in 2007? 
Did you have an extensive information campaign explaining to voters in 

advance how it would work so that it was clear? 

Stéphane Perrault: As a federal jurisdiction, we were the first jurisdiction 
to move to voter ID. Voters who voted provincially or municipally were not 
accustomed to having to prove their identity. There were some 

jurisdictions, such as Quebec, which had voter ID rules, but for the most 
part other jurisdictions did not. We had to give fairly extensive voter 

information, and we still do; it is one of the main themes in our voter 
information campaign. Now that other jurisdictions have aligned their rules 
more or less with the federal rules, there is general acceptance and 

awareness of voter ID rules. 

Canadians living abroad have to provide proof of their citizenship, either 
through their passport, or a citizenship card, although very few Canadians 
have that. If you are applying from abroad to vote in Canada, you need to 

prove your full Canadian citizenship with documentary evidence. Canadians 

living in Canada attest to their citizenship by making a sworn affirmation. 

The Chair: Are the people voting from overseas voting in the last 

constituency they voted in when they lived in Canada? 

Stéphane Perrault: Correct. One issue is that we do not necessarily have 
evidence of where that was, so they have to attest to their previous address 

in Canada. Once they have attested to that, they can no longer switch. 
There is no shopping around. They are locked into that. If they move when 
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they come back to reside in Canada, they have to provide documents for 
proof of the new address, but otherwise they are locked into the previous 

place of residence. 

Q168 Lord Campbell-Savours: Stéphane, you have given us a very 
comprehensive response to all our questions, but there is one little area 
that you might want to say a few words on. No systems are without their 

problems. What improvements are you working on in Canada? 

Stéphane Perrault: You are quite right that no systems are without their 

problems. We are generally satisfied with our system, but we have to work 
on a number of things. Right now we are doing an evaluation of the last 
election to help us to guide our efforts. We knew immediately that one of 

the major challenges we faced in the last election was the workers. To 
recruit, hire and train 250,000 workers is extensive work and quite a 

challenge. Returning officers were unable to recruit and hire all the people 
they wished to recruit, and we had a number of people who were hired and 
trained and did not show up on polling day; we had over 10,000 of those, 

which caused some delays in opening polls on polling day. 

That is a major challenge, and we need to work on ways to reduce the 
footprint of the workforce federally in Canada so that we rely on fewer of 
poll workers in future. This is a longer-term exercise, which ultimately will 

involve the use of some technology at the polls through the use of 
electronic lists so that we can automatically strike out voters and they can 

vote at the first available table and, with that, reduce the number of poll 
workers. But that is a long-term exercise. Before we roll it out for a national 
election in a country as large as Canada, we will have tested and piloted 

this in by-elections. It will take a bit of time to follow through, but it is an 

important area. 

A second area of importance is youth registration. We still have a 
significantly lower registration rate for youth. For us, that means that 20% 

to 25% of young Canadians do not receive a voter information card, which 
is the basic tool we have for informing the public on ways to vote, where 

to vote and how to vote in elections. Improving voter registration for ages 
18 to 24 is a priority. As I said earlier, we now have the tools to register 
future electors, and we need to work in provinces, especially in schools, to 

facilitate pre-registration of voters so that when they turn 18 they will 

automatically be registered. 

There is a third area, which is certainly not unique to Canada, and it relates 
to trust. We see a decline in trust in institutions around the world, not just 

in Canada. We are concerned about loss of trust in the electoral process. 
We have made a number of efforts in that area; we do quite extensive 

social media monitoring during the writ period. We correct misinformation 
about the voting process, if it is misinformation that could impede 
participation, about days for voting, for example, or places for voting. 

Otherwise, we do not intervene on social media. What we probably need 
to do more as we move forward is proactively to communicate the 

safeguards we have and explain to Canadians all the measures that exist 



Stéphane Perrault, Chief Electoral Officer of Canada – Oral evidence (QQ 159-168) 

 

to detect, deter and prevent fraud in the electoral process so that 

Canadians are better informed than they have ever been about elections. 

The Chair: You have been very helpful indeed. It has been very good. 

Thank you very much for being able to be with us. Good afternoon from us 

and good morning to you. 

Stéphane Perrault:  Thank you. I know that there is at least one follow-
up. If there are additional follow-ups, I shall be happy to respond with any 

additional information that you require.  
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Watch the meeting 

Members present: Lord Shutt of Greetland (The Chairman); Lord Campbell-
Savours; Baroness Eaton; Lord Hayward; Lord Janvrin; Lord Lexden; Baroness 

Mallalieu; Baroness Pidding; Baroness Suttie; Lord Wills. 

 

Examination of witness 

Lord Pickles. 

Q31 The Chairman: Welcome, my Lord. I have a formal thing to read to you. 
We welcome you to this evidence session of the Select Committee on the 

Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013. You have in front of 
you a list of interests that have been declared by members of the 

Committee. The meeting is being broadcast live via the parliamentary 
website. A transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the 
Committee website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to 

that transcript where necessary.  

We have started only very recently. We are at the beginning of this 

exercise. In the light of your experience, what is your advice for the 
Committee as it begins its inquiry on the Electoral Registration and 
Administration Act? 

Lord Pickles: Thank you very much, Chairman, for this opportunity to 
address you. My advice would be this. Ours is a system, to misquote John 

Major, of warm beer and old maids cycling to evensong. It is largely built 
on trust. It is largely built on thinking, “This is how we have always done 
it and we do not really need to change it very much”. It is ripe for the 

taking. Our experience of elections, depending on where we come from, 
tends to be our experience of student union elections, elections to the 

Association of District Councils or the like, where people are elected and 
we elect a slate. My concern is that this is about power. It is about raw 

power. 

I have just finished reading Robert Caro’s four-volume biography of Lyndon 

Johnson. I think of all the corruption that got Lyndon Johnson into office, 
of the corruption along the Pedernales valley, of ballot box 13 where, after 
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the election had closed, electors lined up alphabetically in order to be ticked 
off. We do not have any of that kind of problem, but what motivated Mr 

Johnson in the 1940s is what motivates us now. 

It is not about Parliament. I understand there are some questions over the 
Peterborough by-election. I do not know enough about it to comment. My 
view is that, by and large, the kind of corruption or fraud we see is not 

sufficient to overtake a parliamentary election, but it is sufficient to take 
over a district, city or county council. With ruthless efficiency, by the taking 

of three or four wards, you can effectively control a council. A council is 
worth billions of pounds. Even the most modest council is worth lots of 

money in procurement, contracts and being able to reward your friends.  

To vote at an election requires much less identification than it would require 

for you to go round to your local post office and pick up a copy of Mr Caro’s 
book, sent to you by Amazon. That is not a happy place to be. The advice 
I give you is to be utterly ruthless and determine what you want to achieve. 

There are the bare bones here, should you so desire, of bringing in a reform 

of voting that would make us much safer.  

Could I say one final thing? I thought the last gentleman was fascinating. 
I had similar kinds of people talk to me during my report. They are lovely 

people and, I have to say, they seek perfection. I would eschew perfection. 
If you want to do something about fraud, just apply the Amazon test. 

Things will change, but do not try to get an all-singing, all-dancing ID card 
with this check and that check. All you really want is to make personation 
that bit more difficult. I managed to obtain a copy of the evaluation of 

pilots. I have only just managed to get it, so I have read it very quickly, 
but it is pretty clear from this that ID offers a degree of reassurance to the 

voters. Forgive me; I went on a long time, but I promise all answers now 

will be really sharp.  

The Chairman: You said “could” when you were talking about elections 
that had taken place. How many people do you think have been elected 

who ought not to have been? 

Lord Pickles: How long is a piece of string? In a way, that is not the point. 

How many people have walked off from Ingatestone post office with parcels 
they should not have had? All I am seeking is to make the system a lot 

more closed. In a way, I appreciate the question. This is basically the 
question: “We do not need to do anything. Let us get back on the bike. Let 
us drink a few pints of warm ale. We do not need to do anything”. I do not 

think that is the case.  

Is it a big problem? Is it a massive problem? No, of course it is not, but it 

has the potential. That is why we have seen so much litigation in elections 
in the last few years. Election petition was a rarity when I first started. I 

have had 50 years of experience of banging on doors and I suspect that, 
looking around the room, most of you have much less than that, or so I 

readily understand. It is about making it safer, and it is not about 

perfection.  
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The Chairman: I was only trying to quantify it.  

Lord Pickles: That is perfectly all right. 

Q32 Lord Lexden: How have the Government been getting on since you 
submitted your report? 

Lord Pickles: They are in a miasma of Brexit that has prevented them 

moving forward on a lot of things. We should not blame the Government 
for that, because we are all in a miasma of Brexit. Because I am a cheerful 

chappy and I have talked to a lot of people, I know there is a draft Bill 
there and I know they will be making a bid. We have a new Prime Minister, 
so I think we are going to have a new Queen’s Speech. It will make a lot 

of sense if you at least issue some preliminary suggestions, supposing you 

want to go along with this. This is long overdue. I know they want to do it. 

They have done the pilots, but it is a four-pronged approach. Quite a lot of 
the stuff I want to do relates to guidelines. Quite a lot relates to training, 

particularly the police, and to a combination of primary and secondary 
legislation. As everyone round this table knows, the secret is to try to 

ensure that you marry those things together when you produce your action 

plan.  

Q33 Lord Hayward: You identified a series of different issues relating to 
fraudulent elections. How close is the relationship between electoral 

registration and fraud? Has IER been successful in tackling fraud?  

Lord Pickles: Yes, it has been helpful. The idea of automatic registration 
is fraught with problems, not least of which is that we have a very large 

population now who would not be entitled to vote in elections because they 
are not UK citizens. It has helped cut down on these mysterious ghosts 

that appear on the register just before an election and then mysteriously 
disappear. It has not helped on things like carousel fraud and postal vote 
warehousing. It has helped where somebody assumes someone else’s 

identity, or registers at an address to which they have no connection 

whatsoever.  

Lord Hayward: Could you clarify what you mean by carousel fraud, 

please? 

Lord Pickles: You are a naive bunch, are you not? This is how it works. 
You get a ballot paper, which is usually a postal ballot. You fill that in. You 

send it in with somebody, who puts that into the ballot and then brings out 
a fresh ballot paper, which you then fill in and send in another person to 

vote, who brings out a fresh ballot paper. That way you control what is 
happening. Another way to control it is to get loyalty pledges. You 
photograph your ballot paper. It is a common practice to demonstrate that 

you are voting. That kind of thing is not going to be affected by individual 

registration, but individual registration is a good thing.  

You cannot really criticise it. I am going from memory here, but I think the 
last turnaround of the register was 46.9 million, just short of 47 million, 
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the largest we have ever had, so you cannot say it has in any way 

diminished the numbers. 

Q34 Lord Wills: There are many good reasons for bringing in individual 

registration. The Government chose to focus on fraud as a key driver for 
this piece of legislation. Given your magisterial report on voter fraud and 
the great number of recommendations you have for tackling it, might it 

have been advisable for the Government to have commissioned your report 
before this bit of legislation? 

Lord Pickles: Well, what could I say? If the Government had asked me 
and you, we probably could have sorted these things out better. To tell you 
the truth, I took on the role of anti-corruption champion, as I think it was 

called, but I wanted to do this. I was largely affected by what I saw in 
Tower Hamlets, I will confess. Tower Hamlets is not typical of local 

government by any stretch of the imagination, but what I saw in Tower 
Hamlets made me think this was possibly the future. We have seen traces 

of it in other councils around the country. We need to nip it in the bud. 

As I say, I have just been reading this. I do not know whether people have 

a copy of the evaluation. If you turn to page 14, the sixth paragraph down 
says, “Within the photographic ID model ethnic minorities are more likely 
to believe that polling stations are free from fraud and abuse … versus 

model average”. It adds to the confidence the elector has about the 
process. If people think you can suddenly produce all these ballots virtually 

out of thin air, it undermines the system.  

Lord Wills: With respect, these problems were well known before you 

were so shocked by what happened in Tower Hamlets, as everybody was. 
The recommendations made during the passage of the Act were for such 

things as voter ID, which is obviously very desirable. I wonder why you 
think the Government rushed ahead with this legislation, rather than 
commissioning an invaluable report, which is going to inform all sorts of 

things going forward. Would it not have been better to do it before the 

legislation so it could have all been swept up in this landmark Bill? 

Lord Pickles: You make a very important point. I spent five years in 
government, and to get government co-ordinated and doing the same 

thing together is a very difficult task.  

Q35 Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I pursue you on the Tower Hamlets case? 
We have a visitor to our proceedings today who was party to that case, Mr 
Andy Erlam. 

Lord Pickles: I know him very well. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: He took an election petition against Lutfur 

Rahman and his associate councillor, Alibor Choudhury. He won the case 
in what was described as the longest trial of the election court in English 

history. In his view, his experience showed that the election law relating to 
voter fraud is unworkable. He says that shortly after the court victory Mr 

Rahman declared himself bankrupt and he has paid only just over £90,000 
net of the legal costs awarded in favour of the petitioners. He says, 
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“Although we won the case, I and my fellow petitioners have been left with 
a legal bill of about £1.26 million. Although we were commended by the 

trial judge, awarded full costs and warmly congratulated by government 
Ministers at the time, including the Defence Secretary of State, Sir Eric, 

now Lord, Pickles, the Government has turned its back on the petitioners”. 
He says the Government argued that their case was a private prosecution 

in which the Government were not a party, and that they do not want to 

create a precedent.  

This gentleman and his colleagues were acting in the public interest and it 
has cost them over £1 million. They could, I understand, be pursued for 
the money that has not currently been paid. Is there not an argument, in 

circumstances where people win a case and are so confident that they are 
going to win a case, that compensation should be paid where, in very rare 

circumstances, petitioners lay themselves on the line, very courageously, 

in taking the action that they do?  

Mr Erlam has been financially embarrassed by all this, but he believed, as 
a matter of principle, he should pursue it. I wonder whether now, on 

reflection, insofar as these cases are very rare, you think the Government 
should show some flexibility and may even consider a new approach to 
these matters in the future. I am sorry to make it rather long, but it is a 

very important case.  

Lord Pickles: It is a very reasonable question. Towards the end of my 
report, I make a number of recommendations with regard to the electoral 
court, the burden of proof and various other things. Lord Campbell-

Savours, I am not going to beat about the bush. My view now is the same 
as it was when in office, which is that the Government should have paid. 

The Government should have coughed up. The Government owe these 
people an enormous debt. It is because of the antiquated, useless system, 
which is frankly designed to prevent these things happening because the 

costs are enormous. They did a great public service. I lost that argument 
in government, but it remains my firm view that this injustice should be 

taken care of. I think there is a Private Member’s Bill being circulated, in 
order to get it laid. I am slightly freer in what I can say and less bound by 

collective responsibility, but it was my view at the time.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Should this be a recommendation for us to 

make in our report? 

Lord Pickles: Yes. 

Lord Campbell-Savours: I wonder if I could ask you one other little thing. 

Lord Pickles: It is a great thing to be out of office. You can say what you 

like.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I say how very impressive I regard your 
report as being? It is an excellent report and has been of great interest to 

me in reading it. Paragraph 38 of the response says, “We note that Sir Eric 
has suggested piloting one or more options in specific areas where there is 
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a higher risk of electoral fraud allegations as a possible initial step, using 
provisions in Section 10 of the Representation of the People Act 2000”. In 

other words, you were prepared to single out certain parts of the country 

for what I might call special treatment.  

Lord Pickles: Yes. We were talking about the 2015 election. I was thinking 
specifically about Tower Hamlets and another area. I was seeking to ensure 

that, on election day, things ran properly, that we minimised the level of 
intimidation, that we made sure there was a proper cordon sanitaire. We 

need to think about the kinds of places we vote, which generally have a 
couple of old dears ticking off numbers, so it is rather pleasant, but imagine 
you have to go through an enormous corridor of young men shouting at 

you, or, at the count, people are leaning across, shouting at the returning 

officer and the invigilator.  

I thought the previous person who gave evidence made a very good point. 
Junior officials are subject to intimidation. That is why the person in charge 

should be a person of enormous responsibility and power, in order to 
enforce the rules. Yes, I was prepared to do that as an interim measure. 

Although I was retiring and a bit demob happy, my recollection was that 

those things were put in place and it was a much smoother process.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: I have one final question. I am sorry; I do not 
want to be politically incorrect in this. We are talking about areas with large 

ethnic minority populations. That is the reality. I want to ask you a question 
that takes us back to the origins of this whole legislation. Would it not have 
been better, when we think back now, to have kept the old household 

registration system and concentrated the resource we had available on 
targeting areas where there was a real problem, which you yourself have 

identified in your report? Would that not have been better, in retrospect?  

Lord Pickles:  A thought is a thought. It is really important that young 

girls should not be reliant upon their father filling in the form in order to 
get the vote. It is really important to establish that this is a massively 

important civic thing. Go back to page 14 on this. We need to reassure and 
re-establish. It can happen in any community. We need to demonstrate 
that, whether you are in Chelsea, and white and posh, or in Manningham 

in Bradford, your vote counts, not your family vote but your vote, and you 
decide, not your dad, not your mother, not some community leader, but 

you. That is why it is so important.  

Q36 Baroness Pidding: In your opinion, when it comes to electoral 

registration, have the Government been overzealous in focusing on 
accuracy over completeness? 

Lord Pickles: No, because of what I have just said. Your vote is massively 
important. We had people on the register who should not be there, who 
were dead, who were, as I talked about, ghosts, or who had simply moved 

away. If you have something that is not accurate, you cannot trust it. For 
the kind of places you and I represent, or I used to represent, it does not 

matter that much, but it matters in some parts of the country where it is 

really tight.  
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Q37 Lord Wills: I would like to pursue this. Both accuracy and completeness 
are crucially important, but the worry about this legislation at the time was 

that, in pursuing one desirable objective, you damage the other. To take 
you back to your opening remarks about this all being about power, as you 

know, both Labour and Conservatives feel strongly that how you approach 
this affects their electoral chances. The Conservatives feel very strongly 

that having unequal boundaries, for example, prejudiced their chances. 
Labour believes that, if you go for accuracy of the register, you will exclude 
large numbers of voters who would otherwise vote Labour.  

I make no comment about the validity of these arguments, but you will be 
aware that they were very common during the passage of this legislation.  

Do you think there is any relationship within government, in considering 
this legislation, with the work that was going on at the time—I do not know 
if it came to fruition, as it so happens—on equalising the boundaries of 

constituencies? These two measures could work together to produce an 

outcome.  

Lord Pickles: Nobody asked me to put in anything. The words are my 
own. This is what I think. The equalisation of boundaries is not something 

I gave even the slightest thought to. I do not really care whether, in the 
system, there are votes at 16, electronic votes or a single transferable 

vote. Whatever the system is, I want it to be secure. 

There is another factor as to why people are concerned about the numbers, 

because the numbers count when it comes to government grant. They 
make a very big difference to the amounts. I had chief executives saying, 
“Oh my goodness me, what are we going to do if we have the numbers 

that we really have, rather than the numbers that we claim? We are going 

to get less grant”.  

In truth, it is relatively easy to sort out. If there is a lower number, you 
just adjust the multiplier. There are all kinds of fears in this. Local 

government worried that somehow, if we went to individual registration, 
the numbers would go down. The figure I found, which I have just quoted, 

is 46.9 million. We have never had a larger electorate. If this was putting 
the numbers down, you would have thought you would have seen 

something, but you have not. We have seen exactly the reverse.  

Q38 Lord Campbell-Savours: Your report made recommendations about 

verification of registered addresses, registration at more than one address, 
provision of previous address, verification of nationality and provision of 
registration information to law enforcement. Do you feel there has been 

any improvement in these areas since your report was produced, or could 
more be done? 

Lord Pickles: There is some discretion there, but it awaits you good folks. 
It awaits you coming to a view on this. It would require secondary 
legislation to do that. Correct me if I am wrong, but there is a limited 

number of questions that a returning officer or someone acting on his 
behalf can ask. I suspect Lord Hayward probably knows better than I do. I 

think what I have just said is right.  
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Lord Hayward: Yes. 

Lord Pickles: The Government have done the pilots, which is wonderful 
and I appreciate that, and I would not have expected them to charge into 

this without doing the pilots. You could say, “Why have they not issued the 
guidelines?” You cannot do the guidelines until you do the primary 
legislation. You cannot do the secondary legislation, probably, until you 

have the framework of what the primary legislation is going to be.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Do we ever prosecute people for voting twice 

in a general election? 

Lord Pickles: I think it would be extraordinarily rare. I cannot think that 
has happened of late. That is another question about general enforcement 

at the moment. Most people regard this as not very serious. The police 
would not regard it as being very serious. You see the bobby outside the 
polling station, but their mindset is very much one of public disorder, rather 

than ensuring a smooth and easy transition. I suppose what I am trying to 
do is not prosecute people, but just make sure we do not get them into 

that position where they face a possible prosecution.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: If people have a second home, it is a great 

temptation for them, is it not? 

Lord Pickles: Yes, absolutely. We have just had the election of Mr 

Johnson. In our membership some members got more than one ballot. We 
are not going to prosecute them for getting more than one ballot, but if 

they vote twice we will throw them out, and we hope that is sufficient to 

prevent them voting twice.   

Q39 Baroness Eaton: Are further steps necessary to improve the integrity of 
the electoral registers, in both completeness and accuracy? What reforms 

do you think those could be? 

Lord Pickles: I laid a whole load of stuff down, with regard to checking 
and registration, and in trying to make the process better. It is not just the 

register. It is how you use the register and ensure the election is conducted 
in a fair and open way. We are all involved in politics. We cannot vote in 

the general election ourselves, but we have been involved for a long time. 
I quite like turning up and voting. It is great. It is all part of our democratic 
process, but we are not normal. Most people do not care one way or the 

other. I am always quite surprised that anybody turns up. To persuade 

people to turn up, you have to feel the thing is absolutely safe.  

Q40 Lord Campbell-Savours: While the Electoral Commission and others 
have supported your recommendation to introduce voter ID at polling 

stations, others have expressed concern about the impact that will have 
on disenfranchising voters and reducing voter turnout. How do you respond 

to those concerns? I have in mind a rather flippant comment you made 
earlier on, in reference to ID cards. You are very passionate about ID in 
polling stations, yet I am having difficulty understanding why you are so 

passionately opposed to the introduction of ID cards.  
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Lord Pickles: I am quite shocked that you thought I was being flippant. I 
was being absolutely deadly serious. On the general turnout, with the use 

of photo ID, this shows there is not a problem, in all kinds of ways. My 
point about ID cards is this: do not go there. If you go there, it will not 

happen, because it is very complicated. See it in terms of the level of 
security you give to a parcel coming out of the Post Office. It might not be 

ideal. Things are changing. Photo ID is changing. I went to America. You 
can get a passport now on your iPhone. Things are moving so quickly. The 
pilots have shown it is possible to find something for somebody who does 

not have it, but I would be quite happy for someone to turn up with an 
electricity bill or a water bill as demonstration. You just need to have it at 

such a level that it is difficult and puts people off.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Can I put it to you that there are families where 

the husband dominates and the wife has very little power? She may find it 
very difficult in those conditions to produce the sort of identity 

documentation you are referring to. There are families like that.  

Lord Pickles: I put it to you that this shows it is possible for us to produce 

something.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: Those people may be disenfranchised. 

Lord Pickles: I put it to you that that has not been the case. I also put it 

to you that, coming out of this, the system is more respected than it was. 
Are there going to be controlling men? I am afraid there are going to be 
controlling men, but part of the process of individual voter registration is 

to say, “It is your vote”. If you had automatic registration, it would not in 

any way diminish that controlling man.  

Q41 Lord Hayward: Can I pick up on something Lord Campbell-Savours asked 
earlier on? That is the Tower Hamlets case, Andy Erlam and his colleagues. 

As you identified, it was one of the spurs to your inquiry. Having looked at 
it, do you think either the police or the CPS was at fault and that is the 

reason the individuals had to make the prosecutions, rather than some 
other organisation, whether it be the local authority or even the 
Department with responsibility for local government? 

Lord Pickles: The short answer to that is “yes”. The longer answer is “yes, 
definitely”. I do not think the police took it very seriously at all. I put in 

commissioners, and it was not universal advice to do that, but in the end I 
decided. I can tell you exactly the moment, and it is always the small 
things. I am pretty sure it was PricewaterhouseCoopers. If it was not, I 

apologise to whoever it was. It did a report on the grant giving in wards. I 
looked at this grant giving, and then I put over the top of it a map that 

showed the poverty in individual wards, and there was no correlation. Then 
I found that people were given money without a business plan, that 
councillors were changing the recommendations of the officers, and I 

thought something was wrong. That is why I put the commissioners in, and 
I honestly do not regret it. You had him before and it is going to go full 

circle.  
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Q42 Lord Wills: I want to return to this point about discouraging voters. There 
are many reasons why some people might find it difficult to produce voter 

ID, and not just the ones Lord Campbell-Savours has mentioned. There are 
still, sadly, a large number of functionally illiterate people in our society. 

There are people who are still very suspicious of the state, perhaps more 
so now, and anything that gives them a digital identity that the state 

controls. There are many reasons that people might be reluctant. I wonder 
if you could give us any indication of how seriously you take this 
discouragement. I know the pilots have reported and I would like to see a 

bit more evidence than I have yet been able to see about the nature of 
those pilots. I wonder if you could tell us why you seem to be quite 

insouciant about the discouragement to voters.  

Lord Pickles: There are some people who do not want to be on the register 
at all. As you know, we have made reforms to ensure that people who have 

suffered from domestic violence do not need to appear on the register so 
their abusive spouse cannot find them. That is important. It goes back to 

the point I made to begin with, where Lord Campbell-Savours thought I 
was being flippant: do not look for perfection. I would be quite happy for 
non-photo ID. I would be quite happy for the same level that it takes to 

get a book out of the library or a parcel out of Budgens or the post office. 

The nature of photo ID is different from what it was even when I wrote this 
report. Things have moved on enormously. When you get a chance to read 
this in greater deal, you will see that councils have found a way to offer 

that to people. You will see that it has not reduced the turnout at elections.  

I do not want to reduce the turnout at elections. I do not want to place any 

barrier in the way of getting people to vote. I genuinely do not, but I want 
us to have confidence in our electoral system. Right now, we are a bit of a 

laughing stock. International observers think it is ridiculous that we do not 
have some kind of ID. The Electoral Commission will think we are just 

slightly kooky for not going this way, but it wants a bells-and-whistles 
thing. You must avoid bells, whistles and everything. Just make it difficult, 

but do not make it impossible.  

Lord Wills: I do not want to put words into your mouth, but is your case 
essentially that, if there were to be discouragement of voters, and I think 

we all can see there might be some, that would be a price worth paying in 

return for greater confidence? 

Lord Pickles: That is putting words into my mouth. No, I am not saying 
that. I am saying it is not beyond the wit of electoral officials to find a way 

to ensure that nobody who wants to vote is prevented from voting for lack 

of identification.  

Q43 Baroness Suttie: Since your report was published, have there been any 
other significant developments that you believe have had an impact, 

positive or negative, on efforts to tackle electoral fraud? 

Lord Pickles: Yes, there are enormous differences: dark money, shell 

companies, bots, the whole thing of targeting people through social media. 
It is the wild west and we are looking to you, esteemed colleagues, to 
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address this. Yes, a lot has changed in a relatively short time. Chairman, 
as we say in the part of the world we both come from, a wrong’un is still a 

wrong’un, even if what it is trying to do is a bit fancy.  

Q44 Lord Campbell-Savours: I wonder if I can ask you about postal voting. 
In your report, you deal with postal voting at length and you obviously 
have concerns about how it operates. Could you give us a brief résumé of 

your views on what is wrong with the postal voting system at the moment?  

Lord Pickles: You have to come to a decision on whether we have postal 

voting on demand. The same amount of protection that exists for your vote 
in a polling station does not exist for a postal vote. Then, if you see, I make 
recommendations to do that. I have seen some terrible examples of voting 

warehousing, of cars being stopped with packet upon packet of completed 
postal votes, of returning officers telling me—this was not Tower Hamlets, 

but it was a London borough—that at 7 pm on polling night somebody 

turned up with a box of 500 postal votes. 

If you release your postal vote to another person, you are taking a risk 
that they are a fit and proper person who is not going to go about the 

process, Sherlock Holmes-like, of opening the envelope and changing the 
vote. I named a number of restrictions, preventing people who work for a 
political party handling completed postal votes, restricting the number of 

postal votes that can be handled by a family member to two. It is the 
easiest part of the system in which to commit fraud, particularly where you 

fill in a phoney address, a bombsite or what used to be a bombsite, or an 

accommodation address, to get hold of a ballot paper. 

I was talking to a returning officer. They said one of the easiest things 
when people came in and gave the card over, if they had any doubts, was 

to put the card down and ask, “What is your address?” Quite a number of 
people could not say what it was. This is a system in which people can get 
hold of postal votes to use them for their own nefarious activities that 

would have even made 1948 Lyndon Johnson blush.  

Lord Campbell-Savours: You would expect us to make some fairly strong 

recommendations in that area in our report. 

Lord Pickles: I would.  

The Chairman: I think we have cleared what we wanted to ask of you. 

Who knows? Something might crop up later, but I am sure you can help 

us if that happens to be the case.   

Lord Pickles: I would be honoured. 

The Chairman: Thanks very much indeed for coming and giving us the 

benefit of your views.   
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Dr Christopher Prosser, Co-director of the British Election Study. 

Q101 The Chair: Good afternoon, Dr Prosser. Welcome to this evidence session. 

The meeting is being broadcast live on the parliamentary website. A 
transcript of the meeting will be taken and published on the Committee 

website. You will have the opportunity to make corrections to that 
transcript where necessary. Only one member of our Committee, Lord 
Lexden, has declared an interest, as a trustee of the Hansard Society, so 

you are aware of that. 

It would be helpful if you could describe the work of the British Election 

Study and tell us more about the data that you collect and what it is used 
for. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: Thank you for having me along, on behalf of the 

British Election Study. 

The BES is a very long-running academic survey and research project that 
examines political attitudes and electoral behaviour in Britain. It was 
founded by Sir David Butler and Donald Stokes in 1963, and it has been 

conducted around every election since 1964, so we have a very long-
running series of data. We are publicly funded by the Economic and Social 

Research Council. We are strictly non-partisan in our research, and all the 
data we collect is publicly available at no cost to the end-user; all our data 

is freely available and replicable. 

The primary purpose of the data we collect is academic research, which is 

done by me and my colleagues on the BES team, and other British and 
international scholars. It is also used widely outside academia. The media 
make quite a lot of use of it, polling companies make use of it, political 
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parties make use of it in some of their research, and it is used by public 

bodies such as the Electoral Commission. 

The current team at the BES took over the running of the project in 2013. 

We collect two types of data. The first is an internet panel survey, which is 
fielded for us by YouGov, and is a large-scale survey of about 30,000 
people per wave. The important thing about that survey is that we try to 

talk to as many of the same people as possible in repeated waves of the 
survey as time goes on; we have now conducted 19 waves of the survey, 

going back to 2014, covering all the elections that have happened since 
then. The main advantage of it is that we can look at the same people. 
When it comes to electoral registration, we can look at who is registered 

at one time point and then drops off at another time point, and who is 

unregistered and registers at a later time point. 

The large-scale panel element comes at a slight cost to representativeness, 
as regards the sort of people who end up in these surveys. It is slightly 

biased towards people who are more politically engaged than average. 
Because of that, and because we are particularly interested in things such 

as turnout and the political attitudes of people who are less engaged with 
the political process, we also run a random probability face-to-face survey. 
We do that by randomly selecting thousands of addresses from across 

Great Britain, sending letters and inviting people to take part in the survey; 

then we knock on their door and try to get them to answer our questions. 

The key thing with the face-to-face survey is that, after we have asked 
people about their attitudes and what they did at the last election, we ask 

them if we can have permission to link their name and address to the 
electoral register. Then we go to the Electoral Commission, look at the 

marked electoral registers from the previous election, and look up whether 
our respondents were registered and whether they voted or not. As far as 
I am aware, this makes our data unique in actually examining levels of 

registration among particular sets of individuals who have been 

scientifically sampled at the time of the election. 

The Electoral Commission conducts its own exercises with big survey 
research, but, as far as I am aware, it conducts them only at different 

points in the electoral cycle. There was a big one in 2015, after the 
introduction of IER, but that was conducted in December. As we say in our 

written submission, and I am sure we will go into it, the point we look at 
in the electoral cycle has important consequences for the answers we give 
about levels of registration, which groups are unregistered, the effects of 

IER, and that sort of thing. I hope that gives you a general idea of what 

we do. 

Q102 The Chair: You talked about research, study and so forth, but there are 
some certain facts, I think. It occurs to me that the registers that were 

published at some time in November last year, or most of them, as I 
understand it, were as up to date as they could be. Then there was a great 

rush of applications to register, some of which were already there, when 
people who were trying to register were already registered. Do you know 
yet what the extent of the register as published was, and what the extent 
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of the enhancements was? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: We cannot yet say from our survey data what 

registration is. One of the downsides of our face-to-face survey, which is 
very important for looking at registration, is that it takes a very long time 

to conduct. It is still in the field and will be in the field for several months 

yet, so we will probably not be able to use our data until the summer. 

The Chair: But is it not a fact? The Electoral Commission ought to know 

it, and you ought to be able to get it from them. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: We know the aggregate level of registration. We 
know that, although there was a massive rush of registration in the run-up 

to the 2019 election, the overall level of registration had only a very small 
increase—of about the same level we would expect if it was just an increase 

in population growth. Despite the fact that there was an enormous 
aggregate level of application, it does not look as though there was a 

particularly large surge in the total level of registration. 

A very important point that our data suggests is that, if we examine 

registration at the time of an election, it does not look as though IER has 
had a particularly large or disproportionate effect on registration, but if we 
look outside the immediate run-up to an election, people are much more 

likely to be unregistered. Because they are much more likely to be 
unregistered, they are much more likely to say, “Oh no, I need to register”, 

when an election is called, so we end up with a massive surge of enrolments 
just before elections, as we have seen three times, I think. In 2017, we 
saw a similar thing, and before the referendum in 2016 we saw a similar 

pattern. 

Each time, people have pointed to that as evidence of a great surge in 
democratic engagement and said that this time there would be a huge 
change in the number of people taking part in the election, but it does not 

seem to come to pass. It largely seems to have stayed fairly stable over 

the last few years, despite the noise beforehand. 

The Chair: Do you have a feel for the percentage of people who ought to 

be registered, if we had a 100% register—as to what that now is? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: We have not tried to estimate what in the 
academic literature we call the voting-eligible population. We have not yet 

tried to work that out for the 2019 election, for the simple reason that it is 
very hard to work out what it is. There is no official number of people who 

should be registered, who are eligible to be registered. We need to rely on 
the annual population survey, which is conducted by the Office for National 
Statistics, to try to work out what has changed in population growth, and 

that data is not yet available, so we cannot do it yet. 

Q103 Baroness Pidding: You may have answered part of this question. Have 
you made any early assessment of registration and administration in the 
2019 election? Is there any issue from that election that you think this 

Committee should take note of in particular? 
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Dr Christopher Prosser: As I was saying, we cannot yet use our data to 
look at that; it will be something we look at eventually, but I suspect it will 

be outside your timeframe, unfortunately. From the aggregate data, it is 
fair to say that early indications are that registration levels, at least overall, 

were probably fairly stable and grew more or less in line with what you 

would expect from population growth. 

One thing that might be worth thinking about in your recommendations is 
the burden that falls on electoral registration officers when there are 

massive surges in registration in the run-up to elections. If what our 
research suggests is true, that outside election periods people are more 
likely to drop off the register, and if we next have an election in 2024, as 

is scheduled—for once, it seems like a plausible length of time until the 
next election—considerably more people than in 2017 and 2019 are going 

to be unregistered, and we can probably expect an even bigger wave of 
registrations. You could probably plan for that to some extent, but making 
sure that local electoral registration officers are aware of it and are 

equipped to deal with these things is probably important. Otherwise, when 
they are put under burdens, mistakes are made and people do not get 

registered properly, and that sort of thing. 

Q104 Lord Dykes: Thank you again for this fascinating research from the British 

Election Study, which I have read several times, as carefully as possible. 
It is very interesting indeed. Could you talk us through and highlight what 

you consider are the main points in this research on the impact of individual 
electoral registration, and the findings? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: I certainly can. To go back to the motivation for 

why we conducted the research in the first place, when IER was introduced, 
there were two primary concerns. The first was that it would decrease 

overall levels of registration and the second was that it would 
disproportionately affect particular groups, such as young people and 

students—I know that you were just talking to student representatives—
people from minority communities and in private rented accommodation, 

as well as disabled people. 

We can use the BES data to address the question of the overall level of 
registration and use it to look at age and registration, and at people who 

are private renters compared with home owners, and that sort of thing. 
Unfortunately, we cannot use it to look at electoral registration for ethnic 

minorities and disabled people. That is not because we do not think that 
those are important issues; it is simply a limitation of the data. Those are 
quite small communities, and we do not have enough people in our surveys 

to say anything reliable about them. 

Our key finding is that if we look at the bit of the impact of IER that is not 
at an election, and compare levels of registration in May 2014 with levels 
in April or May 2016, before the local elections and the big surge in 

registration in the run-up to the EU referendum, it looks as though there 
is quite a large drop in the overall level of registration. There is also a 

disproportionate impact on the types of demographic groups that are more 
likely to be unregistered in general, such as young people and people living 
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in private rented accommodation.In that sense, it looks as if the fears 

about the impact of IER may have been justified.  

To complicate matters slightly, if we look at what happens at elections and 

compare 2015, before people were kicked off the register at the end of that 
year, and 2017, after IER came into force, we find no evidence that there 
was a drop in overall levels of registration. If anything, there may have 

been a very small increase, but it is certainly within the margin of error. 
Furthermore, we do not find disproportionate impacts on young people or 

private renters. They are still less likely to be registered, it is important to 

say, but they are no less likely to be registered than they were in 2015. 

Although those two things sound contradictory, we think they can be 
reconciled, if we understand the impact of IER to have produced a sort of 

volatility in levels of electoral registration. It has made people less likely to 
register to vote if they do not actually have to, if politics is not particularly 
on their minds; but the sorts of people who register to vote tend to do it 

before elections, so the falling-off effect tends to be counteracted by the 

joining effect. 

Although that is good news for levels of participation in elections and, as 
far as we can tell, no one is being systematically disfranchised, it has 

important consequences, because registers, as you all know, have other 
uses than deciding who gets to vote. They also decide where constituency 

boundaries get drawn. Because, at least in the last proposal, the 
boundaries were going to be drawn with a non-election period set of 
registers, a lot of people, particularly young people and private renters, are 

likely not to be on the rolls that would be used for boundary drawing, and 
there would be some systematic biases in the sort of data that was used 

to draw constituency boundaries. That is the key point, but I am happy to 

go into more detail, if you would like. 

Q105 Baroness Eaton: You have touched on this as well, but from all that you 
have observed and discovered can you tell us what the main factors are 

that account for the registration gap between the different demographic 
groups? Has it been affected by IER? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: The main factor is probably to do with residential 

mobility. If you move around a lot, and you have to re-register at each 
house you live in, you are much more likely to fall off the electoral register, 

simply due to the fact that, once you have registered in one place, you 
need to keep doing it. If everyone in the population had a completely equal 
propensity to register to vote, people who stayed put would end up being 

more registered over the long run, because they would not have to re-
register, whereas if you are constantly moving around you will have to re-

register. We know that residential mobility is correlated with things such 
as being young; you move around when you are a student, and you move 
around private rented houses when you are a young adult, getting out into 

the workforce. That is why the age correlation with registration is 

particularly strong. 
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An additional factor that affects registration within broad demographic 
groups is, simply, political engagement. People who pay attention to 

politics are much more likely to be registered and much more likely to vote. 
This is something that is true not just in the UK now but across a long time 

period in the UK and, largely, in other countries. 

There is an important thing to say about student registration. There is a lot 

of focus on the effect of IER on students, but some of that emphasis is 
slightly misplaced, to be honest. Students are less likely to be registered 

to vote, but that is largely because they are young and they tend to live in 
private rented accommodation. In general, university students are much 
more politically engaged than the non-student part of the population. If 

you pluck out an 18 to 21 year-old at random, a student is much more 
likely to be registered than a non-student. That is something that perhaps 

gets slightly lost in conversations about this, which are often dominated by 

the student/university side of the conversation. 

Lord Hayward: You were not present at the previous session. 

Baroness Eaton: That is why we are laughing. 

Q106 Lord Hayward: You touched on a number of things that you may want to 

elaborate. Have IER and online registration changed the relationship 
between eligible voters and registered voters? As I say, to a large extent, 

you may feel that you have commented on that. Are there implications for 
the electoral process other than boundaries, or do you want to elaborate 
on what you said in relation to boundaries? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: It depends on how you count it. One of the very 
confusing things about dealing with this area of research is that if, for 

completeness, you count the number of people who should be registered 
and how many people are actually registered, the level looks quite stable. 
One thing that has been improved by IER is the accuracy of the register, 

so there are slightly fewer registry entries that should not be there. If you 
just look at numbers, the numbers on the electoral register are slightly 

lower than they used to be, compared with the number of people who are 
eligible, because there used to be more inaccurate entries, which cancelled 

out the fact that there were missing people on the register. 

One consequence of that is when it comes to measuring turnout. We have 

done research that suggests that we have slightly mis-estimated turnout 
at elections, because we have not been taking into account that there is a 
large number of inaccurate entries on the register. If you take that into 

account, there can be a difference of about 10 points in the number of 
people registered to vote who actually turn out to vote. IER coming in has 

changed that. 

If you take the raw estimate, it looks as though turnout increased from 

2015 to 2017 by 2.4%, but if you take the change in accuracy of the 
registers into account, the actual change was probably about 2%. There is 

an extra 0.4% of change, which is just because the registers have become 
more accurate. I do not know whether you care about 0.4% in turnout; it 
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might be a slightly academic concern. But if we are measuring the health 
of a democracy by the number of people who are actually taking part in it, 

getting those numbers right is, we think, quite important. 

I have touched on boundaries. The key thing is that, as far as we can tell—
again, we do not have perfect data on this—the levels of inaccuracy after 
IER are not evenly distributed across the country. Places with more 

inaccurate entries on their register would be advantaged in a re-districting 
situation. I do not know how you would define it, but they would get more 

constituencies per actual person in their constituency, because they would 
be counting people who were not actually there. There are some very 
serious consequences with regard to the accuracy and completeness of 

electoral registers. 

Q107 Lord Janvrin: We risk going over some of the same ground, but, given 
that we have had three general elections since IER was introduced, what 
conclusions can be drawn about how the system is working? You have 

touched on some of them. Specifically, what deficiencies, in your view, now 
need to be addressed? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: It is probably worth emphasising that some of 
the things I have talked about definitely apply. One deficiency in the 
current registration system that I have not talked about so far is that there 

is no way of checking whether you are registered to vote. As I mentioned 
before, the increasing volatility of registration is going to place an 

increasing burden on electoral registration officers. Part of that burden is 
having to sift through a large number of erroneous registration 

applications. 

It is not particularly surprising that people are making those applications, 

because it is better to be safe than sorry with that sort of thing, and there 
is no simple way of checking. There is no timely way of checking whether 
you are actually registered. You can write to your local authority and say, 

“Am I registered?” I did that once, and it took quite a lot of time to get an 
answer. That is one thing that is probably not too difficult and could be 

added without too much difficulty to our current registration system. 

Lord Janvrin: Are you thinking of something national as opposed to local? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: It might be something akin to the current 

system, where there is a centralised point of registration. If there was a 
centralised point of checking, that would be quite useful. Other countries 
such as Australia have a system much like that. The practicalities might be 

quite difficult, because local authorities are the ones that hold the register; 
there is no national, centralised register. But I understand from colleagues 

in computer science that there are very complicated ways to do it while 

still maintaining ownership of data and security, and that sort of thing. 

Q108 The Chair: We have talked a bit about boundaries, and I would like to 
return to that. What impact does a more volatile register have on the work 

of the Boundary Commission in deciding electoral boundaries? I do not 
know what is happening on boundaries at the moment. I suppose, if the 
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reduction from 650 to 600 is still in vogue, we may be looking at something 
that has already been agreed. On the other hand, they might still want 

650, but, on the other hand, they might say, “It’s a bit dated anyway”. 

Personally, my view is that 95%/105% is too narrow. I could just about 

cope with 90%/110%, and I think we would have got more sensible 
boundaries had that been the case. Through our discussions earlier, I just 

wonder, on any of these criteria, whether things like second homes or 
students being double-booked have any effect on boundaries as well. It 
occurs to me that it could have an effect in overenhancing places where 

people have second homes and, perhaps, overenhancing university towns. 
It could be the reverse: overenhancing towns that are not university towns 

but are where the students come from, whichever way you look at that. 
Do you have anything to say on that area, which seems to me quite a 
difficult one? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: I agree that it is a very difficult question. There 
is no way of allowing multiple registrations, as the current system does, 

and having more than one national constituency, that can perfectly solve 
that problem. You would have to have flexible constituency boundaries, 
depending on how many people were living at home at a particular time, 

which is not a practical way of doing things. We have done an estimate of 
the number of dual-registered people and the number of students 

registered twice on the electoral roll. I am afraid that I do not have those 

numbers with me, but I can look them up and give them to you.5 

The Chair: That would be helpful. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: From memory, compared with the problem of 

inaccuracy in electoral rolls, the problem of dual registration is quite small. 
What we think is a much more serious issue in drawing constituency 

boundaries is the fact that there are a large number—10% or so—of entries 
on the electoral register that are not supposed to be there, because people 

have died or moved and were not taken off the electoral roll when they 
should have been. As I mentioned briefly before, we do not think that that 
is uniformly spread across the country. If some places are more inaccurate 

than others, they will get a higher proportion of seats than they should. 

 
5 The witness subsequently submitted the following clarification information to the Committee:  

The Electoral Commission states that people who own a second home can be registered to vote at 
both addresses if they have a “considerable degree of permanence” at both addresses. Additionally 
students who have a permanent home address and a term-time address can be registered at both 
addresses. The Electoral Commission does not collect data on dual-registrants, but we estimate an 
upper bound of 2.3 million students (Annual Population Survey) and 5.2 million second home owners 
or 16% of the 2017 register. That figure is a substantial overestimate because both groups contain 

ineligible residents, and many will not be registered twice. 
To estimate the number of dual registrants more precisely, the British Election Study Internet Panel 
asked respondents a series of questions to ascertain whether the respondent is dual-registered. 
After asking respondents whether they are registered at their current address, they were also asked 

if they are currently registered anywhere else and what the postcode of that registration is. 7.2% of 
registered respondents claimed to be dual registered. However, when there postcodes were checked, 

only 1.6% of registered respondents actually gave a different postcode, which would be about 
750,000 people. 
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Without accusing anyone of actually doing this, it creates a bit of a perverse 
incentive for local authorities to maintain accurate electoral registers. If 

they have a few more extra people on their register than they should, they 
will get slightly larger parliamentary constituencies than they should, which 

might have knock-on consequences. I should say again that I am not sure 
that anyone has actually done that, but you can imagine that the incentive 

is there. 

We did some calculations, which I have somewhere, of the effect at 

regional level of inaccuracy. According to our calculations, the levels of 
inaccuracy and the differences in levels of inaccuracy between regions, 
would fall outside the 95%/105% threshold and would result in some seats 

being re-districted between different parts of the country. According to our 
estimates, London would lose 3.5 seats compared with what the 

apportionment would be if the registers were accurate, and the north-west 
would get an extra two seats. The south-east might get an extra seat, and 
Wales might get an extra seat. There are actual consequences to the levels 

of inaccuracy and the differences in levels of inaccuracy between places. I 
agree that dual registration is a conundrum—trying to have two things at 

once, basically—but compared with the problem of inaccuracy it is quite a 

small problem. 

Baroness Eaton: What about second homes? I do not think all second 

homes are allowed a second vote. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: To be honest, I am very hazy on the details, but 

I gather it is an issue. 

Baroness Eaton: Ryedale does not allow second home owners to exercise 

their vote, so if it is like that in many places, it will not necessarily skew 

things. You said it was a smaller effect. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: Yes. 

The Chair: Are you aware of whether some authorities allow registration 

or not? I have not heard of it. 

Dr Christopher Prosser: I have not heard of differences between 
different authorities making different rules about who is allowed to vote 
and who is not. I am a bit hazy on the detail, but I gather that there are 

particular rules about residency, and that sort of thing. It is not that if you 
own a holiday home somewhere you can register if you want. There has to 

be something legitimate; you have to live in two places half the time, or 

something like that. 

Q109 Baroness Pidding: In your written submission, you conclude that the use 
of the register for determining boundaries fails in both normative and legal 

standards. What are the implications of that failure, and how might it be 
addressed? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: I should probably preface my statement by 

saying that I am not a lawyer and my colleagues are not lawyers. We have 
taken what we think is a fairly common-sense reading of the Act, but we 
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also recognise that common sense and the law do not necessarily see eye 

to eye all the time. 

The Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act defines the 

electorate, which is the basis for drawing boundaries, as “the total number 
of persons whose names appear on the relevant version of a register of 
parliamentary electors”. The problem is that the number of entries on the 

electoral register is not the number of persons whose names appear; it is 
strictly more than the number of persons whose names appear on the 

register, as it also includes entries that should not be there, because the 
people involved are not there, either because they have died or because 
they have moved. From a legal standpoint, it is not doing what it said on 

the tin. That is our problem with it. The number that it purports to use is 

not actually the number. 

It is the same problem with turnout, which I covered before. We think 
about turnout as the proportion of people who are registered to vote who 

actually voted, but what we are measuring is the proportion of people 
compared with the number of entries on the register, and the people and 

the entries are not the same thing. From a normative point of view, the 
goal of equal constituency boundaries is that it is supposed to equalise the 
electorate in the sense of who is eligible to vote, not just those who are 

registered. If registration was perfect, which we know it is not, those would 
be the same things. But because there are people who are eligible but 

unregistered, they are excluded from the boundary-drawing process. 
Depending on which registers we use, that exclusion could be greater or 
less. If we are using an off-election register, the number of people excluded 

from the re-districting process will be much higher, and it will be much 
more systematically biased against young people, private renters and other 

demographic groups that are less likely to be registered. 

It is a very difficult problem to solve, because registration is a very difficult 

problem to solve. If it was purely up to me, I would probably not use 
electoral registers; I would probably use the census and make sure that 

the census had the necessary information for determining who is an eligible 
elector and who is not, and use that information to redraw boundaries. 
There is the problem that the census is done only every 10 years, but, at 

least at the current rate, boundary redrawing does not seem to be 
happening much faster than that, so it might be less of a problem in 

practice than it is in theory. 

There are other solutions. Other countries have much better registration 

systems, but they involve population registers that are politically 
unpalatable in the UK. They certainly result in much more accurate 

electoral registration; there is no denying it. The boundary drawing 

question falls out from the accuracy of the electoral registers. 

Q110 Lord Janvrin: We are back to turnout, and I think you have answered my 
question. You said that voter turnout based on electoral registers has been 

underestimated in Britain because the electoral register is inevitably more 
than it actually is, as I understand it. 
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Dr Christopher Prosser: Exactly. 

Lord Janvrin: Can you indicate how measurements of turnout might be 
improved? How can we address the issue, as I understand it from what you 

have said already? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: The key thing when we are interested in 

measuring turnout is looking at which set of people who might have voted 
actually voted. There are two ways of doing that. We can look at the 

registered voter population, just among those who are registered to vote, 
and what proportion of them turned out. For practical reasons, we are often 

interested in that. 

More substantively, we should be interested in the number of people who 

are eligible to vote, whether or not they are registered, and what 
proportion of them actually turned out to vote. In the UK, that is very 
difficult to do at the moment because, as I said before, that number does 

not exist in any official capacity. We tried to estimate it for the last couple 
of elections; we are doing some preliminary work to extend it backwards, 

and I am sure we will do it again this time. It is far from straightforward, 
partly because we have quite complicated eligibility rules about people 

from Commonwealth countries who are allowed to vote, and so on. 

The level of detail in the data is not available publicly, because the ONS 

will not release the fact that there is a small number of people from a 
particular country who are eligible to vote. You cannot see that in the data, 
because there is a risk of disclosure. If the ONS was mandated to produce 

that number, it could give an estimate much more easily than we could, 

from the outside. 

I mentioned the census. If we had the necessary questions, which we 
probably do, we could use that to look at the voting-eligible population. 

That would give us a much better idea about how electoral participation is 
going, compared with the potential pool of voters, and not just among 

people who are interested enough to register to vote in the first place. 

It sounds a bit like academic hair splitting on measurement, but these 

things have quite important consequences. You might think that the 
problem is that people are registered to vote but are not voting, which is 
what a 60% official turnout suggests; it suggests that about 40% of people 

registered are not bothering to vote. The real number of people who are 
voting is more like 70%. Okay, 30% is still a large number of people who 

are not voting, even though they are registered, but it is not quite as bad 

as 40%. 

It also suggests that we are forgetting about the 10% of the population 
who are so disengaged from politics that they have not even bothered to 

register. Those people do not get much say in political conversations. We 
do not know much about them. There is very little from party canvassing 
and the like, because parties canvass from the electoral register, so their 

views are not getting fed back into the broader political conversation. 
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Lord Hayward: Can I ask two questions about turnout? I admit that I am 
sad enough to include the BES as part of my bedtime reading. First, we 

have already heard that Ipsos has done a calculation that turnout among 
the younger population was X. Does your study confirm that the pollsters’ 

figures are accurate or, because many young people are registered in two 
different places, is the turnout in fact higher—the level of voting—than 

initially indicated by the pollsters? 

Secondly, on a group you might have studied, I have never understood 

why, if you receive a postal vote, you do not return it. Even in a general 
election, something like 20% of postal votes are not returned. Have you 

done a study on that? 

Dr Christopher Prosser: On the first question, I do not know about the 

2019 election, because we have not done our assessment of turnout; we 
need our face-to-face data. In 2017, the Ipsos data and the BES data 
disagreed by quite a lot about what turnout among young people was. The 

Ipsos data suggested that there was a very large rise in youth turnout in 
2017, compared with 2015, whereas our data suggested that there was 

not, and that it was probably more or less on a par with what had happened 

in 2015, with a small rise along the lines of the overall small rise in turnout. 

That is not to say that Ipsos is wrong. I should not say that. Rather, it is 
not to say that we will disagree this time. We may well come to a similar 

figure. I think 2017 was a particularly hard election for Ipsos to calculate 
turnout, because it takes the pre-election surveys and then does a 
complicated reweighting to try to figure out what happened. As we know, 

in 2017 there was a lot of change over the electoral campaign, which makes 

that exercise particularly difficult to do. 

I am not sure that anyone has looked at postal voting turnout in great 
detail, to be honest. The usual thing that we think about postal voters is 

that they vote in much higher numbers than everyone else, so we take it 
as that: “Oh good, postal voters, they’re an engaged bunch of people”. We 

do not think about the small number who are not. 

In general, a lot of what we know about turnout among people who are 

regular voters is that often they do not vote for slightly incidental reasons—
for example, they were on their way back from work and their train was 

delayed. That does not quite apply to postal voters, but maybe they were 
on holiday at the wrong time and were away when their postal vote arrived, 
and they got back too late. There are probably a lot of mundane reasons 

for that sort of thing. 

The Chair: I think we are there. Thank you very much indeed for coming 

and giving your evidence to us.  
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