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Preface
The all-postal pilots in the June
elections in four European Parliament
electoral regions, held to a very
tight timetable, were the subject of
significant political controversy and
generated intense media scrutiny.
That the Regional Returning Officers,
Returning Officers and electoral
administrators delivered successful
elections in these challenging
circumstances is a tribute to their
professionalism and hard work.
The all-postal pilots nevertheless raise a number
of important issues that need to be addressed
for the future development of voting methods in
Britain. As our polling shows, public confidence in
postal voting has declined as a result of the June
experience in comparison with previous levels,
so it is vital that future voting arrangements can
command high levels of public confidence.
Concerns about fraud and intimidation were
not confined to all-postal regions and measures
required to enhance security and secrecy are
common to all-postal voting and to postal voting
on demand. However, what was different in the
all-postal regions compared to the others was
the widespread perception among voters that
all-postal voting deprived them of the choice
they wanted in voting methods. This is a key
issue to address for the future.

This overview report draws on the individual
statutory reports on the all-postal pilots in the
North East, North West, Yorkshire & the Humber
and East Midlands regions, but also looks more
widely at the experience of postal voting across
the country as a whole. We decided that it was
important to publish this overarching report at
the same time as the four individual reports.
Although the shortness of the statutory
timeframe means that the information we have
is in some areas still incomplete and ongoing
investigations or possible litigation mean that
judgments cannot be final, there is nonetheless
ample evidence on the basis of which to identify
some key priorities for the future. Our hope is
that the agenda we set out here is one which
can attract widespread support and active
engagement as we seek to take it forward
over the coming months.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank all
those on whose co-operation the Commission
has depended in the evaluation process –
elections professionals, the political parties,
and the many organisations and individuals who
have contributed their experiences and views.
I would also, on behalf of all the Commissioners,
like to thank the staff of the Commission for their
hard work in ensuring that we have been able to
meet a demanding statutory reporting timetable.

Sam Younger
Chairman
The Electoral Commission
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: preface
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Executive summary
The most important factor in
improving participation is persuading
voters that the election (and the
political process more generally) is
relevant to them and that their vote
matters. That is the responsibility of
politicians – of all parties, and at all
levels of governance – and,
arguably, the media.
But it is not the only solution to
encouraging engagement. The
evidence from academic studies,
from opinion polling and from pilots
schemes is that eliminating some of
the practical conditions discouraging
turnout can have a beneficial impact
on participation rates.

The Commission believes that it is essential
we exploit the opportunities new technologies
provide and respond to new expectations about
consumer choice and service. However, in
expressing this view and pursuing its implications
through this report, we do not lose sight of the
fact that, as our own research demonstrates:
There is a substantial segment of the
population who make a decision not to
vote for reasons of political disconnection...
for this group, the mechanics of the voting
process is not a critical factor, and even
though they may recognise that the new
arrangements offer advantages in terms
of simplicity and convenience, this alone
will not encourage them to vote.
Public opinion and the 2003 electoral
pilot schemes (MORI, May 2003)
Our vision is of a future in which voters have a
choice about how to cast their ballot – and voters
also have confidence that all the voting channels
open to them are as secure (if not more so)
than the traditional polling station. This vision
encompasses use of ‘old’ and new technology
at a range of voting times and locations.
Critically, realising this vision requires investment
of time, of money, and of political will.
The Commission believes that postal voting has
a role to play in this vision of the future. But the
way in which postal voting has worked to date
is not necessarily the way forward. Postal voting
in Great Britain (both ‘on demand’ and as a
single voting channel) has developed very
rapidly over the last four years. This report takes
stock of where we are today and makes wideranging recommendations for the future.
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: executive summary
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Findings
Turnout at the European Parliamentary elections
across the UK was 38.8% – significantly higher
than at the 1999 contests, in both pilot and
non-pilot areas. The average turnout across the
25 EU member states fell to a record low level
of 46% and was lower still in the 10 new states.
In the four UK pilot regions turnout was 42.42%.
This is just over five percentage points higher
than the 37.11% in non-pilot regions.
This year’s European Parliamentary and local
elections also saw a continuation of increasing
take-up of postal voting outside the pilot
regions. We looked specifically at three regions
of England outside the pilot areas – postal
votes were issued to 8.4%, 8.7% and 10.5%
of electors in London, the West Midlands and
the South West respectively. This represents a
doubling of the take-up of postal voting since
the 2001 general election.
In 2004, as in previous years, concerns about
the security of postal voting centred on the
scope for coercion or undue influence during the
completion of ballot papers. Most allegations
received by Returning Officers and police related
either to voters being coerced to vote a certain
way, or to voters being coerced into handing
over their uncompleted ballot paper for
completion by someone else. There is also
concern over the integrity of the electoral register.
Public opinion surveys demonstrate that both
postal voting on demand and all-postal methods
suffer from perceived weaknesses in terms of the
integrity of voting. However, public attitudes
to the two methods are significantly different
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: executive summary

with ‘perceptions of fraud and abuse... more
associated with all-postal voting’. Public
perceptions were doubtless influenced in part
by a number of high profile allegations of fraud
reported in the media during the election period.
However, these perceptions need to be set
against the facts. The Commission is currently
aware of only two investigations into impropriety
in relation to postal voting across Great Britain
that have resulted in arrests. Similarly, Returning
Officers who have conducted ‘integrity checks’
after the close of poll report that no evidence of
fraud or other irregularities have been found.
Nevertheless, we recognise that in pilot areas
prosecutions may be brought up to two years
after the close of poll (the time limit remains
12 months in other areas of Great Britain), and
many Returning Officers have yet to complete
their post-election audits. As a result, the
Commission is not yet able to conclude
whether the increased use of postal voting
across Great Britain has led to an increase of
fraud or malpractice.
According to an extensive public opinion survey
for the Commission, people in pilot regions
were satisfied with all-postal voting by a margin
of two to one – 59% against 29%. Underpinning
this satisfaction is a strong rating of the
convenience of all-postal voting. However, this
is not to say that the public do not have strong
reservations and concerns about all-postal
voting. A notable feature of public opinion this
year compared to previous measures is the
increased strength of criticism of all-postal
voting and opposition to its future use (although
those taking this stance are still in a minority).

7

Perhaps the most compelling evidence from
the analysis of the 2004 elections is the
strength of public support for choice. Our
survey found that ‘People demand choice and
effectively swapping postal voting on demand
with all-postal voting is not considered to be a
satisfactory development…’.

Delivering confidence

Key recommendations

The Commission recommends the urgent
introduction of primary legislation to give effect to:

The road ahead
Postal voting should remain part of the UK
electoral system. Postal voting on demand
continues to enjoy very high levels of public
support, and increasing levels of use. However,
the Commission believes that work can and must
be done to improve the process of postal voting
on demand, improve security and the capacity
of electoral administrators to manage the
throughput of postal votes.
In particular, the Commission urges the
Government to agree to introduce a system
of individual electoral registration, which is the
key building block on which safe and secure
remote elections can be delivered.
The Commission recommends that all-postal
voting should not be pursued for use at UK
statutory elections.
Instead, a new foundation model of voting
for statutory elections and referendums should
be developed. The Commission will work with
all interested stakeholders to design this new
approach to voting, which must be capable of
offering electors both choice and security.
The Commission will report on a recommended
approach to this foundation model by 31 March

2005. The model must by definition and design
enable the introduction of additional voting
channels as and when appropriate, particularly
the various electronic channels that have been
trialled in pilots.

• an updated offence of undue influence in
relation to postal voting; and
• a new offence relating to the fraudulent
completion of postal vote applications.
The Government must also undertake a wider
review of the existing legal framework for postal
voting on demand to ensure that it is ‘fit for
purpose’ in the light of the increased use of
postal voting.
The law relating to the issue of postal votes
should be revised to require Returning Officers
to use the most efficient means of dispatch
available. This should not, however, be
introduced without a parallel commitment from
local and central government to meet the costs
of using first class post for issue of postal ballots.
The law should explicitly require Returning
Officers to conduct post-election audits of election
stationery such as declarations of identity, security
statements and postal vote applications.
Delivering convenience
Any voting methods involving voting ‘remotely’
should require the Returning Officer to send a
pre-election information card.
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: executive summary
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Postal voting, whether on demand or otherwise,
should provide for:
• home visits;
• helplines and assistance email addresses; and
• suitable provision for disabled electors to
vote independently.
The current Declaration of Identity should be
replaced with a new security statement to
accompany postal ballots. This security
statement should:
• require the voter to sign a statement that
they are the individual to whom the ballot
paper was addressed;
• not require any form of witness signature;
• include a clear explanation of the role and
use of the statement, in particular that it
will be separated from the ballot paper
before counting can begin and that failure
to complete the statement will render a
ballot paper invalid; and
• be designed and printed to make it obvious
to the voter that this separation will occur.
Delivering capacity
All legislation pertaining to an election –
particularly a fixed term election – should be
in place in time to allow the implementation
of proper and robust procurement process.
The Government should support the
development of the election markup language
(EML) to facilitate the accurate transfer of data
from voter registration systems for use in the
automated issue of postal votes.
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: executive summary

The Commission will undertake a feasibility
study on a certification and accreditation
scheme for ballot pack production.
Further recommendations are set out in the
full body of the report.
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1 Introduction
This report sets out the Commission’s
views on the use of postal voting at
statutory elections in Great Britain.
It is presented to the Secretary of
State for Constitutional Affairs under
Section 6 of the Political Parties,
Elections and Referendums Act
(PPERA) 2000. The Commission’s
findings and conclusions should
be read in the context of the
Commission’s overarching vision
for the future administration of
elections, in which voter choice
(through the provision of a range of
different, but equally secure, voting
channels) is central.

1.1 The Commission has supported the piloting
of innovative voting methods in recent years as
a key component of the wider ‘modernisation’
agenda in electoral administration. While the
Commission has a statutory duty to evaluate
such pilots schemes and to keep electoral law
and practice under review, the Commission’s
role in this regard is advisory. We recognise that
it is not for the Commission to make the final
determination as to how arrangements might
be changed and we have no powers to ensure
implementation of any of the recommendations
we make. It is for the Government to initiate
and ultimately Parliament (or, where
appropriate, the devolved institutions of
government) to decide on how to take forward
any proposals for legislative change that might
be recommended by the Commission.
1.2 This report considers issues relating to the
law and practice of postal voting on demand in
Great Britain and is in this respect a companion
to the Commission’s 2003 report Absent voting
in Great Britain (2003). In addition, the report
examines the use of ‘all-postal’ voting and
draws heavily on our evaluation of the all-postal
voting schemes operated under the European
Parliamentary and Local Elections Pilots Act
2004. As such, it is part of the series of strategic
evaluation reports Modernising elections (2002)
and The shape of elections to come (2003).

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: introduction
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1.3 The report has also been submitted to other
Ministers with an interest in electoral matters:
• the Deputy Prime Minister and the Minster
for Local and Regional Government, who
are responsible for local elections, local and
regional referendums and the Government
Offices for the Regions, including London; and
• the Minister for Finance, Local Government
and Public Service in the Welsh Assembly
Government, who has responsibility for
devolved local government matters in Wales.
1.4 We are also submitting our report to the
Minister for Finance and Local Government
in the Scottish Executive in the belief that our
findings and recommendations may usefully
inform the development of policy in relation to
the administration of local government elections
in Scotland, although we recognise that this is
a devolved matter.
1.5 This report does not cover Northern Ireland,
where elections are conducted under different
arrangements for both voter registration and
absent voting.

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: introduction
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2 Postal voting:
how did we get here?
Our electoral practices and
Elections in Great Britain
2.1 One of the underlying features of our
procedures are rooted in history
present electoral arrangements is the desire
and tradition. They reflect the
to minimise fraud. In this they have been
circumstances of the late nineteenth conspicuously successful. The non-partisan
nature of the UK’s electoral arrangements
century when electorates were
(based on the independence of the individual
much smaller and elections took
constituency Returning Officer), coupled with
place against a background of
the professionalism and dedication of the
widespread bribery and intimidation. electoral administrators, have guaranteed
an electoral process that is more or less
universally perceived as fair.
2.2 Nevertheless, as the House of Commons
Public Administration Select Committee noted
prior to the last general election:
Elections and party politics have rarely
been actively organised so as to encourage
participation in British government.
Public Participation, Issues and
Innovation, Public Administration
Select Committee, April 2001.
That weakness in the electoral process has
rightly become a cause for concern, not least
as a result of declining turnout evidenced
across all types of elections and across most
Western democracies.
2.3 In a country where there is no compulsory
voting, the right not to participate in an election
is held dear. However, significant and growing
levels of non-participation in elections and
disengagement from the wider political process
must give the committed democrat cause
for concern.

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: postal voting: how did we get here?
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In 1994, following the American elections of
that year, a group of journalists from Central
and South America (used to a system of
compulsory voting) posed the following
questions to a group of US academics:
• How do you know what the people truly
want, when so few of them actually voted?
• Will the new leaders find it difficult to govern
because so many did not vote for them?1
As the US academics attempted to respond,
they found themselves contemplating a more
pragmatic question:
• How can citizens be motivated to vote in
greater numbers?
2.4 It is this same question that sits at the heart
of much of the Commission’s work and current
political debate. It is evident that the most
important factor in improving participation is
persuading voters that the election (and the
political process more generally) is relevant
to them and their vote matters. That is the
responsibility of politicians – of all parties,
and at all levels of governance – and, arguably,
the media.
2.5 But it is not the only solution to encouraging
engagement. The evidence from academic
studies, from opinion polling and from pilot
schemes is that eliminating some of the practical
conditions discouraging turnout can have an
impact on participation rates. The Commission
believes that it is essential we exploit the
opportunities that new technologies provide and
1 Charles N. Wheeler III, University of Illinois at Springfield in Illinois
Issues, October 1998 http://www.lib.niu.edu/ipo/ii981042.html

respond to new expectations about consumer
choice and service. However, in expressing
this view, and pursuing its implications through
this report, we do not lose sight of the fact that:
There is a substantial segment of the
population who make a decision not to
vote for reasons of political disconnection...
for this group, the mechanics of the voting
process is not a critical factor, and even
though they may recognise that the new
arrangements offer advantages in terms of
simplicity and convenience, this alone will
not encourage them to vote.2
2.6 Our vision, as we have set out previously, is
of a future in which voters have a choice about
how to cast their ballot and voters also have
confidence that all the voting channels open to
them are at least as secure as the traditional.
This vision encompasses use of ‘old’ and new
technology, of public voting facilities and more
private voting methods. Critically, realising this
vision requires investment of time, of money,
and of political will.
2.7 The Commission believes that postal voting
has a role to play in this vision of the future. But
that is not to say that the way in which postal
voting has worked to date is necessarily the way
forward. Postal voting in Great Britain (both ‘on
demand’ and as a single voting channel) has
developed very rapidly over the last four years.
This report takes stock of where we are today and
makes wide-ranging recommendations for the
future. Before doing so, we examine the origins
of this voting method and the background to its
greatly increased use in recent years.
2 Public opinion and the 2003 pilot schemes (MORI, May 2003).

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: postal voting: how did we get here?
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Change must not be allowed to threaten the
integrity of the election process. Reforms
must therefore be approached cautiously
and changes which are based on visions
of what new technology can offer must be
assessed not simply on the basis that they
are ‘modern’ or ‘exciting’ but on whether they
are safe and effective. Change must not be
introduced to a system which works well
simply for change’s sake.3

Postal voting on demand
2.8 Postal voting in Great Britain was first
introduced in 1918 for people with a physical
incapacity and for those required to undertake
a journey by sea or air. The prompt for the
introduction of the postal ballot was the number
of servicemen who had not returned from the
First World War in time to vote in the 1918
general election.
2.9 On a number of occasions since then the
availability of postal voting has been widened,
for example, to include those taking holidays.
Until 2000, legislation had always defined
specific categories of people who could apply
for a postal vote within the UK. For example, if
service or employment kept an individual away
from their designated polling station, or they
had moved out of the area, or had a disability.
2.10 After the 1997 general election, the
Government set up a working party to examine
ways to modernise electoral procedures and
persuade more people to vote. It recommended
that postal voting should be available ‘on
demand’ throughout Great Britain and to all
registered voters living overseas. The practical
implication was that no reason would need to
be given for preferring a postal vote to the
more traditional polling station. A witnessed
Declaration of Identity would continue to be
required for all postal votes. This conclusion
echoed that of the House of Commons Home
Affairs Select Committee in 1998, which
recommended that absent votes should be
available on demand, noting that this change
was supported by all the main political parties:

2.11 The Representation of the People Act (RPA)
2000 gave effect to these changes, and now
any elector is able to request a postal vote at
all statutory elections in Great Britain. Following
its introduction, there has been a significant
increase in the take up of postal voting
on demand. This has been despite surveys
showing significant levels of non-awareness
of the availability of this postal voting facility.
The variation in take-up rates between different
areas is, in part, related to the different
approaches to promotion taken by local
electoral administrators and local authorities.
2.12 There was a near doubling of postal voting
between the 1997 and 2001 general elections –
2.1% of the electorate was issued with a postal
vote in 1997 rising to 3.9% four years later.4
Sample data from 2,050 of the 3,300 wards in
England with local elections in 2002 suggested
that 7.7% of the electorate cast their votes by
post.5 At the Scottish Parliament elections in
2003, there was a 116% increase in postal
3

Select Committee on Home Affairs (1998) Fourth Report: Electoral
Law and Administration.

4 The Electoral Commission (2003) Election 2001: The official results.
5 The Electoral Commission (2003) Absent voting in Great Britain.
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voting but, at 3.6% of the electorate, take-up
was much lower than the 6.9% at the National
Assembly elections in Wales last year.6 This
year’s European Parliamentary and local
elections saw a continuation of increasing takeup of postal voting, with between 8-10% of the
electorate choosing to request a postal vote in
London, the West Midlands and the South West.7

All-postal voting
2.13 An all-postal election is one where all
eligible electors are sent their ballot paper by
post. They must complete the ballot paper(s),
certify their identity and return them to the
Returning Officer before the close of the poll.
In most such elections, voters have been able
to return their vote in person to one or more
designated delivery points as well as by post.
All-postal voting pilot schemes
2.14 In addition to introducing postal voting on
demand, the Representation of the People Act
2000 provided for the use of pilot schemes to
test new methods of voting at local elections in
England and Wales. The Home Office working
party had agreed that there was merit in trialling
new voting methods in a manner that would
both test their impact on participation and allow
for their implementation to be assessed.
The working party concluded:

6 The Electoral Commission (2003) The National Assembly for
Wales elections 2003, The Electoral Commission (2003) Scottish
elections 2003.
7 These figures are based on data supplied by Returning Officers
and analysed for us by Professors Rallings and Thrasher. The three
regions represent those for which data was returned in time to
be used for this report, although the aggregate data for the West
Midlands does not include data from three local authority areas.

Our preferred approach is to move forward
in this key area through piloting, that is,
by enabling different arrangements to be
tested in discrete schemes and then fully
evaluated before deciding whether it is safe
or sensible to extend their application. We
recognise that approach cannot be simply
theoretical, but must involve real elections
and real voting.8
2.15 Pilots schemes have been conducted
under this legislation at the major rounds of
local elections in England in spring 2000, 2002
and 2003. In addition, the Scottish Parliament
approved plans for similar pilots in Scottish
local elections, with the first such pilot scheme
taking place in Stirling in April 2002 and the most
recent in South Ayrshire in January this year.
Increasingly, Returning Officers are applying to
run pilots at local authority by-elections across
England, Wales and Scotland. Pilots were not
possible at the local elections in June 2001 as
these were first postponed due to the outbreak
of foot and mouth disease and then combined
with a UK Parliamentary election. Similarly, pilot
schemes were not possible at the Scottish local
elections in 2003, which were combined with
the Scottish Parliamentary election.
All-postal voting at referendums
2.16 Since 2000, legislation has allowed for
the creation of directly elected mayors to
lead English and Welsh unitary authorities.
Before taking such a step, however, the Local
Government Act 2000 requires that local
authorities must first hold a referendum.
8 Home Office (1999) Final Report of the Working Party on
Electoral Procedures.
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Authorities have had the option to conduct such
referendums on an all-postal basis and 20 have
done so to date.
2.17 On 22 July 2004, Parliament approved
an Order to provide for a regional referendum
on whether to establish an elected regional
assembly in the North East of England to be
held in November 2004. In October 2003 the
Government had announced that any such
referendum would be held on an all-postal
basis. This was reflected in a separate Order
made in July 2004, setting out the detailed
arrangements for conduct of the ballot.
However, the Order providing for the North
East referendum is specific to regional ballots
on the creation of regional assemblies. At
present there is no generic legislative provision
regarding the voting methods to be used at
any other regional or national referendums
(in contrast to the mayoral referendums).
The Electoral Commission and all-postal voting
2.18 The Electoral Commission was
established by the Political Parties, Elections
and Referendums Act 2000. Among the
Commission’s responsibilities are to keep
electoral law and practice under review. The
Commission was also given responsibility
for evaluating and reporting on local election
pilot schemes and we have now evaluated
over 100 such schemes since 2002.
2.19 In 2002, we published our first report
looking at the use of all-postal voting:
Modernising elections (2002), drawing together
our findings from evaluation of the spring 2002
local election pilot schemes and recommending

a number of changes to be adopted in developing
the programme of pilot schemes. In 2003, the
Commission published two further reports in
relation to postal voting. In Absent voting in
Great Britain (2003), we examined the law and
administration of postal voting on demand, and
made several recommendations for the future.
2.20 In The shape of elections to come (2003),
we assessed the use of all-postal voting at local
elections, and recommended that, based on the
evidence available at that stage, the Government
consider the extension of this mode of voting to all
local elections as the standard practice (although
with a statutory entitlement for the Returning
Officer to rebut this presumption and decide to
use traditional voting methods instead where local
circumstances made this appropriate). We saw
this as a step towards the ultimate goal of
increased participation through multi-channel
elections. However, we made clear that any
extension of the use of all-postal voting should
take place only after the implementation of many
of the Commission’s wider recommendations for
changes to the legislative framework for elections;
notably, the introduction of a system of individual
rather than household registration. These
recommendations for changes to the legislative
framework for elections are summarised in our
report Voting for change (2003).
2.21 A central conclusion of Absent voting in
Great Britain (2003) was that:
It is clear that this report will not be the
final word on absent voting in Great Britain,
even for the foreseeable future. Our
electoral processes are now changing
at a faster pace than at any point in the
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previous 100 years. The Commission
will continue to monitor and review the
use of absent voting, and make further
recommendations for changes in the
law or good practice as appropriate.9
2.22 We note that the Government has yet
to respond formally to the Voting for change
(2003) programme for electoral modernisation,
although we understand that work has been
underway within Government to take forward
implementation of many of the key changes
proposed. We hope that the recommendations
in this report can be considered alongside our
earlier proposals for legislative change.

9 The Electoral Commission (2003) Absent voting in Great Britain: 37.
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3 Context: the June
2004 elections
Since 1979, the European Parliament Elections in June 2004
has been directly elected through 3.1 The sixth election to the European Parliament
conducted between 10 and 13 June 2004.
simultaneous national elections run was
In accordance with established practice, the poll
according to each member state’s
closed in the United Kingdom on Thursday
10 June 2004, although the results were not
laws and traditions.
In 2004, alongside the UK European
Parliamentary elections there were
also local elections across Wales
and in parts of England, including
elections for the London Mayor
and Assembly.

announced until after the Europe-wide close
of poll on Sunday 13 June.
3.2 Since 1999, the UK’s Members of the
European Parliament (MEPs) have been
elected on a regional basis from 12 European
Parliamentary electoral regions using a closed
list system of proportional representation
everywhere except Northern Ireland, who use
the Single Transferable Vote to elect MEPs. The
nine English regions are largely contiguous
with those covered by the Government Offices
for the Regions; Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland form their own regions.
3.3 The Commission is required to prepare a
separate statutory report on the administration
of the European Parliamentary elections which
is to be published by early 2005.
Combination of elections
3.4 In May 2003, the Government announced its
intention to seek to combine the local elections
in England scheduled for May 2004 with the
European Parliamentary elections in June.
This was formally agreed by Parliament in
March 2004, when the Local Elections (Ordinary
Day of Election 2004) Order 2004 and the
Representation of the People (Combination of
Polls) (England and Wales) Regulations 2004
were passed. These provisions give effect to
the provisions contained within Section 103 and
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of the Local Government Act 2003, and also
provide generally for the combination of
parliamentary, European Parliamentary and
local government elections, as well as
specifically for combination in 2004.
3.5 In November 2003 the Welsh Assembly
Government announced that the elections for
all community and county councils would also
be combined with the European Parliamentary
elections. The Local Government (Ordinary Day
of Election) (Wales) Order 2004) (created with
powers contained within Section 104 of the
Local Government Act 2003) facilitated this and
came into force in February 2004. There were no
local elections scheduled for 2004 in Scotland.
All-postal pilot schemes
3.6 In September 2003 the Government
introduced the European Parliamentary and
Local Elections (Pilots) Bill to provide for
piloting of innovative voting methods at the
June 2004 elections. Prior to this, there was
no statutory basis for using non-traditional voting
methods in relation to European Parliamentary
elections. It should also be noted that the
legislation applied only to the 2004 elections,
not to future European Parliamentary elections.
3.7 Following the introduction of the Bill,
the Commission was directed by Government to
recommend up to three European Parliamentary
regions that would be suitable to run pilots
in 2004 and to consider which one of these
would be most suitable to incorporate an
e-voting element. The Commission launched a
consultation exercise on 25 September 2003 and

published its recommendations in Electoral pilots
at the June 2004 elections on 8 December 2003.
3.8 We recommended that the North East and
East Midlands regions were, respectively, highly
suitable to undertake an all-postal pilot scheme.
Four other regions were named as potentially
suitable for piloting, although we were not able
to make a positive recommendation that the
Government proceed to designate them as
pilot regions. These regions were, in order of
suitability, Scotland, Yorkshire & the Humber,
North West and West Midlands. The Commission
recommended that no region was suitable to
undertake an e-enabled pilot scheme.
3.9 Following the submission of these
recommendations, the Government announced
on 16 December 2003 that it would be taking
forward the Commission’s recommendations
to hold all-postal pilots in the North East and
East Midlands at the June 2004 elections. The
Government also accepted the Commission’s
recommendation not to proceed with electronic
voting pilots in the June 2004 elections. The
Government announced, on 21 January 2004,
that it intended that two more regions, Yorkshire
& the Humber and the North West, would also
pilot all-postal voting at the June 2004 elections.
Following extensive discussion in both Houses
of Parliament, the European Parliamentary and
Local Elections (Pilots) Act 2004 designating
these four regions as all-postal pilot areas in
June 2004 received Royal Assent on 1 April
2004. The European Parliamentary and Local
Elections (All-Postal) Pilots Order 2004 was
made on 27 April 2004.
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Participation at European
Parliamentary and local elections
3.10 The 2004 elections took place against a
backdrop of declining participation in the UK in
European Parliamentary and local government
elections. Turnout at the European Parliament
elections in 1999 fell to a record low for a UK-wide
poll with only a quarter (24%) of the electorate
casting a vote – a 12 point decline from 1994.10
3.11 As we have discussed above, and is
evidenced through much of the research
conducted for the Commission and others,
recent turnouts are a ‘symptom rather than the
cause of the democratic malaise’.11 The prevailing
political climate in 2004 was described by MORI
and Professors Rallings and Thrasher in the
Commission’s research report Public opinion
and the 2004 elections (2003) as ‘a deep sense
of disconnection with political process and
disillusion with the political class’.12
3.12 A full exploration of the reasons for the
low recorded turnout in 1999 can be found in
Public opinion and the 2004 elections (2003)
but these include the particular circumstances
and timing of those elections, occurring only
one month after devolved elections in Scotland
10 There is no standard methodology for calculating electoral turnout
in the UK. Traditionally, turnout has included only valid votes cast.
However, the Commission has tended to regarded unadjusted turnout
as providing a better indication of participation rates, especially when
considering pilot schemes in which a significant portion of votes cast
may be regarded as invalid for procedural reasons. The figures
quoted here are adjusted turnout figures and are sourced from:
House of Commons Library Research Paper 04/50 (23 June 2004)
European Parliament elections 2004 and House of Commons Library
Research Paper 04/48 (18 June 2004) 2004 London elections.
11 The Electoral Commission (2002) Voter engagement and young people.
12 The Electoral Commission (2003) Public opinion and the 2004 elections.

and Wales and local government elections in
many parts of England. Voters in 1999 used
a new and unfamiliar closed list system of
proportional representation (PR), which had
attracted public controversy. Additionally, and
perhaps more importantly, low turnout at such
elections is related to the public’s perception
that there is ‘less at stake’ than at a
parliamentary general election, giving rise
to a greater tendency to abstain.13
3.13 Public opinion and the 2004 elections
(2003) also highlighted a strong relationship
between knowledge and electoral abstention
with very low levels of public awareness and
understanding of the European Union and
the European Parliament’s place within it.
This theme could equally be applied to local
government elections, which have recorded
turnouts of around a third since 2000 and 36%
in the period between 1990 and 1999.14 Survey
research for the Commission by NOP in 2002
and MORI in 2003 found lower levels of public
interest in local elections as distinct from other
elections, particularly general elections, and a
sense that local elections are less likely to give
rise to real change.15

13 Reif and Schmitt distinguish between ‘first order’ and ‘second-order’
elections. The most important distinction between the two is that
parties and the public consider there to be ‘less at stake’ in the case
of ‘second order’ elections. See K. Reif and H. Schmitt (1980) ‘Nine
National Second-Order Elections: A Conceptual Framework for the
Analysis of European Election Results’, European Journal of Political
Research 8: 3-44.
14 DETR (2000) Turnout at Local Government Elections.
15 See B. Marshall and M. Williams (2003) Turnout, elections and
attitudes towards voting. Paper for EPOP Conference September
2003, pp5-7 available at www.electoralcommission.org.uk
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3.14 The authors of Public opinion and the 2004
elections (2003) concluded that mobilising
turnout at the European elections would be a
formidable task with the fact of combination of
European Parliamentary and local elections likely
to assist ‘to a small degree’. However, they also
noted that ‘the chain of cause and effect that
is lacking at the European level is apparent in
London, with voters able to point to at least
some changes to their environment that have
taken place as a result of the London electoral
process’, suggesting that this might boost
turnout in the capital.
3.15 In the event, turnout at the European
Parliamentary elections across the UK was
38.5% – significantly higher than at the 1999
contests, in both pilot and non-pilot areas.16 By
contrast, the average turnout across the 25 EU
member states fell to a record low level of 46%
and was lower still in the 10 new states.17
3.16 According to analysis by Professors Rallings
and Thrasher for the Commission, unadjusted
turnout18 in the pilot regions – including all those
who cast their ballot, whether ultimately ruled
valid or invalid19 – was 42.42%, just over five
percentage points higher than the 37.11%
in non-pilot regions. Unadjusted turnout was
41.86% in Wales where there were local

elections, 30.75% in Scotland where there
were only European Parliamentary elections. In
London where European Parliamentary elections
were held alongside London Mayor and Assembly
elections, the European Parliamentary turnout
was 37.65%. Turnouts for the London Mayoral
and Assembly elections were around one
percentage point lower.

The political context and
the campaign
3.17 The political backdrop to the June elections
included the continued aftermath of the war on
Iraq and the publication of the Hutton report,20
well-publicised increases in council taxes in some
local authority areas and the Government’s
announcement of its intention to hold a
referendum on whether the UK should adopt
the new European Union Constitution.
3.18 Some commentators dubbed Thursday
10 June ‘Super Thursday’ given its status as the
largest test of electoral opinion between general
elections and media coverage of the elections
was boosted by the UK Independence Party’s
recruitment of the former TV personality Robert
Kilroy-Silk as a candidate. Postal voting – and
alleged irregularities and administrative
difficulties – also became a campaign issue,
making front page news in some broadsheets
and thus raising the profile of the elections.

16 House of Commons Library Research Paper 04/50 (23 June 2004)
European Parliament elections 2004.
17 Ibid.
18 The figures cited here are based on analysis of data from Returning
Officers undertaken by Professors Rallings and Thrasher on behalf
of the Commission.
19 The unadjusted turnout figures quoted here include invalid votes
rejected at the count but not those rejected before the count (this data
had not been provided by all Returning Offices at the time of writing).

20 Investigation into the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr
David Kelly, published January 2004. The investigation was led by
Lord Hutton.
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Public attitudes towards the voting
process and its reform
3.19 Public attitudes towards different methods
of voting are also a key factor in examining the
context for these election. Over the last three
years, the Commission has developed a
substantial body of evidence of evidence
in this area.
3.20 Numerous post-election surveys for the
Commission have found a significant proportion
of non-voters saying that alternatives to the
traditional methods of voting – such as allpostal, telephone and internet-based voting –
would have made them more likely to have
voted. However, at the same time, we have
repeatedly found strong public satisfaction with,
and high levels of confidence in, the existing
arrangements for voting. People are positive
about polling stations based arrangements
and see them as a ‘tried and tested’ system.
3.21 Security and the risk of fraud have been
among the most contentious elements of postal
voting raised with the Commission over the past
two years and were again this year. Past research
has found a difference in public perceptions of
the security of postal voting as compared to
more traditional methods.
3.22 However, survey research conducted for
the Commission by MORI in December 2003
and published in April 2004 found that the public
perceive electoral fraud to be less of a problem
than benefit fraud and false insurance claims.
A quarter (24%) considered electoral fraud to
be a problem, lower than the 86% and 84%
thinking the same of benefit fraud and false

insurance claims respectively. At the same time,
only 1% reported having had any personal or
second-hand experience of electoral fraud,
although only 29% say they would know how
to report someone who had committed
electoral fraud.21
3.23 Also in 2003, on behalf of the Commission,
MORI asked a sample of 1,500 adults about
the most important features of the process of
voting. It was clear from the results that people
rate privacy and safety from fraud or abuse
above convenience or ease of use (although
there are some significant differences by age
as shown in Table 1).
Table 1: People’s priorities for voting
arrangements (by per cent)
Q. Thinking generally about elections, which
one of the following would you say is most
important to you when you vote?
All adults
18-34
55+
My vote being
private
33
22
45
My vote being
safe from fraud
or abuse
30
29
29
Voting being
convenient
20
29
12
Voting being
easy to use
15
21
12
Don’t know
1
2
Source: MORI/The Electoral Commission
Base: 1,500 UK adults, 2-11 May 2003
21 MORI (2004) Perceptions of electoral fraud in Great Britain. Technical
note: MORI conducted 1,001 interviews with a GB sample of adults
aged 18+ between 11-17 December 2003.
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3.24 However, MORI qualified these findings
using insights obtained from their programme
of focus groups conducted for us in 2003:
The research suggests that combating
fraud and improving privacy could be more
of an important focus once the electorate in
general has accepted that voting is worth
doing; until then, making voting easier and
more convenient is likely to have more of
an impact on turnout.22
3.25 Public attitudes to new voting methods are
central to policy development in this area. Public
confidence in the mechanics of democracy is
essential and if lost is difficult to regain. While the
Commission’s research has consistently found
public backing for reform of voting arrangements
and successive pilot schemes have shown that
the introduction of new methods of voting has
made a very real difference in turnout terms,
there are also real anxieties. The complexities of
public attitudes should not be underestimated.
This report examines in detail the evidence of
public opinion drawn from the 2004 elections,
drawing on the largest scale opinion survey
conducted to date by the Commission, working
with the research organisation ICM.

22 MORI (2003) Public opinion and the 2003 electoral pilot schemes.
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4 Postal voting
in June 2004
At the June 2004 elections, more
electors that ever before voted by
post in the United Kingdom. Their
experiences of postal voting will
have differed markedly: some
electors chose postal voting; others
had it imposed on them; for many
it represented a more convenient
way of voting; and for others it
created new barriers to participation.

Support for postal voting
Postal voting on demand
4.1 The Commission has consistently
supported the availability of postal voting on
demand. It provides a convenient choice for
many electors. In a busy society with changing
lifestyles, offering voters the choice of applying
for a postal vote is a natural method of
enabling wider electoral participation.
4.2 Levels of support for the principle of postal
voting on demand are high among the main
political parties, who have encouraged this
method of voting. Those responsible for running
elections also recognise the benefits to the
electorate of postal voting (although – as we
discuss below – the practical implications can
create difficulties). The public are equally
supportive of postal voting on demand,
although few express dissatisfaction with the
more traditional polling station arrangements.
All-postal voting
4.3 In September 2003 the Government
introduced the European Parliamentary and
Local Elections (Pilots) Bill to provide for
piloting of innovative voting methods at the
June 2004 elections. The Government, in the
many debates leading up to the 2004 pilots,
maintained a consistent line that all-postal
voting pilots engage a maximum number of
voters in the elections, and make participation
easier and more convenient.
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We are committed to increasing voter
participation, and all-postal voting offers
a useful, practical alternative to traditional
polling stations.23
4.4 The Conservative Party, on the other hand,
has taken the view that the more traditional
model of voting (including postal voting on
demand) is preferable. They believe all-postal
voting presents unnecessary risks:

4.6 The Local Government Association (LGA)
has supported applications made from local
authorities in previous years for innovative pilot
schemes at local elections. In submitting
evidence to the Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister (ODPM) Select Committee on the
subject of postal voting, the LGA said:
The LGA therefore lobbied for the
introduction of the piloting arrangements in
the Representation of the People Act 2000.
We have encouraged councils to pilot new
arrangements and are pleased with the
number, breadth and success of the
electoral pilots that have been undertaken
since May 2000—which reflects the
importance councils attach to this issue
and their willingness to innovate.

Greater participation in elections should be a
sign of a healthy democracy – but increased
turnout should not come at such a high cost.
The Government’s reckless fiddling with the
electoral system has raised widespread
public concern about the integrity of Britain’s
electoral system. The electoral practices of
the 18th and early 19th Centuries, such as
intimidation and fraud, risk becoming the
hallmark of the 21st.24

We have noted the positive impact that all
postal elections appear to have on electoral
turnout. However, we also recognise that it
is vital to address concerns about secrecy
and security of all postal ballots and to
combat the potential of electoral fraud.
Moreover, whilst we accept the need to test
all postal pilots over a wider geographic
area we do not believe that all postal ballots
should be rolled out on a mandatory basis
to all councils without additional security
being in place – as recommended by the
Electoral Commission – in particular the
proposed move from household to
individual registration.26

4.5 The Liberal Democrats have generally accepted
the need to trial new voting methods on a pilot
basis, while pointing to the need for parallel
improvements in the legal framework.
I have said all along that I am not intrinsically
against novel forms of voting. There are
cases for exploring ways of making the
voting process better and more accessible
to our electorate, but that process must be
beyond challenge and reproach.25
23 Rt Hon Nick Raynsford MP, Minister for Local and Regional
Government 21 January 2004 in press release ‘Two more regions for
all-postal voting trial’ at www.dca.gov.uk
24 Alan Duncan MP http://www.alanduncan.org.uk/pp/pressrelease/
pressdetail.asp?id=264425 David Heath MP, House of Commons 16 December 2003 Hansard
column 1533.

4.7 In our July 2003 report The shape of elections
to come the Commission recommended that, on
the basis of the evidence available at that point,
26 Local Government Association (2004) Written evidence to the ODPM
Select Committee on Postal Voting HC 400-I.
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there should be a statutory presumption that
all local elections be run as all-postal ballots
unless there are compelling reasons why an
all-postal ballot would be inappropriate or
disadvantageous for a group or groups of
electors. We suggested that the final decision
should rest with the Returning Officer following
consultation with party group leaders and
independent members represented on the
council. However, we made clear that any such
extension of all-postal voting should take place
only after the implementation of many of the
Commission’s wider recommendations for
changes to the legislative framework for
elections – notably, the introduction of a system
of individual rather than household registration.
We also recognised that the form of local
elections in Scotland was a devolved matter.

intention to conduct a further pilot of all-postal
voting at the combined European and local
elections in June 2004 in order to test this
voting method on a scale that had not been
previously available.

Availability of postal voting in
June 2004
Postal voting on demand
4.10 Postal voting on demand was available to
all electors across Scotland, Wales, London and
the other four English regions not participating
in the pilot schemes. Electors could apply for a
postal vote in one of two ways:

4.8 The Commission has always seen all-postal
voting as an interim step towards the ultimate
goal of increased participation through voter
choice – through the provision of a range of
different, but equally secure, voting channels.
We are equally firm that this goal is best achieved
through a programme of pilot schemes, testing
new voting methods at statutory elections.
A true multi-channel election can only be
achieved after extensive and successful pilots
of electronic voting technologies.
4.9 The Commission’s 2003 recommendation
confined itself to local elections as the
Commission had not, at that stage, been
asked to consider the applicability of such
voting methods for other elections, including
those to the European Parliament. However,
the Commission agreed with the Government’s

• by the completion of postal vote application
form. Such forms are produced by, and
available from, Electoral Registration Officers,
the Commission, political parties and
campaign groups. Application forms can be
requested at any time of the year, and some
Electoral Registration Officers also include an
opportunity to request an application form on
the annual canvass form sent to households
each autumn; or
• by providing to the Electoral Registration
Officer all required information in, for
example, a letter, rather than on a specified
form. A signature is required, ruling out the
possibility of online or email applications,
but a request can be received by fax.
4.11 Applications can relate either to a single
election or to all elections until further notice
(referred to as a ‘permanent postal vote’).
Electors can also nominate a period of time
during which they wish to receive a postal vote.
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4.12 In advance of the 2004 elections, several
political parties ran campaigns encouraging
electors to apply for a postal vote. Such
campaigns are within the parameters of the
current law and the Commission has repeatedly
acknowledged the valuable role that political
parties play in encouraging participation in this
way. We would therefore wish to encourage the
use of such campaigns in the future. However,
we explore related issues concerning the way
in which applications from electors in response
to co-ordinated campaigns were returned to
Electoral Registration Officers later on in
this report.
4.13 The Commission itself has produced
postal vote application forms that are available
from the Commission or through our website,
we also supply bulk copies on request to
Electoral Registration Officers. In 2004 we were
also able to produce a postal vote application
form contained in an application to register as
an overseas elector which was available
electronically and promoted through the
expatriate press. These forms are all available
either through the Commission’s main website
or at www.aboutmyvote.co.uk

all-postal voting applied in all four pilot regions.
More detail on the detailed operation of the
all-postal voting system used in June 2004 is
provided in paragraphs 4.35-4.60.

Turnout and the impact of
postal voting
Postal voting on demand
4.15 Following the trend in recent elections, the
take-up of postal voting increased across Great
Britain this year in the non-pilot areas. In some
areas, a high level of permanent postal voters,
coupled with a high level of election-specific
postal voting applications, saw Returning
Officers issue 50,000 or more postal votes.
4.16 Data analysis for the Commission
undertaken by Professors Rallings and Thrasher,
has found a doubling of the take-up of postal
voting since the 2001 general election in three
regions of England outside the pilot areas.27

All-postal voting
4.14 All-postal voting was used in four regions
of England: the East Midlands; North East;
North West; and Yorkshire & the Humber. All
electors in the four pilot regions received their
ballot papers automatically by post, and had
a choice of returning them by Royal Mail or
hand delivering them to a limited number of
Assistance and Delivery Points. No polling
stations were available. The same system of

27 The figures relate to three non-pilot regions in England – London,
South West and the West Midlands – for which data was returned in
time to be used for this report.
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Table 2: Postal voting on demand 1999-2004
2004 European
Parliamentary
elections
London
Postal votes issued
423,488
Returned
263,784
Postal votes as % of electorate*
8.38
South West
Postal votes issued
401,009
Returned
274,200
Postal votes as % of electorate
10.49
West Midlands**
Postal votes issued
285,587
Returned
199,227
Postal votes as % of electorate
8.71

2001 general
election

1999 European
Parliamentary
elections

185,995
140,174
3.72

58,481
32,650
1.18

174,789
143,368
4.71

65,546
36,364
1.74

131,477
102,911
3.29

47,450
25,644
1.18

Note: * postal votes issued as a % of the electorate ** does not include data from one local authority area.
Source: Rallings and Thrasher, based on data supplied by Local Returning Officers.

4.17 As Table 2 shows, in each of our three
case study regions, turnout among those
choosing to vote by post remains significantly
higher than the overall turnout figure. This is
consistent with previous analyses, which have
shown that those requesting a postal vote tend
to be more likely to turn out than those without
a postal vote (see Table 3).
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Table 3: Turnout among those issued with a postal vote 1999-2004

London
Postal votes as % of electorate
Turnout among registered postal voters (% of postal votes returned)
Overall adjusted turnout*
Difference
South West
Postal votes as % of electorate
Turnout amongst registered postal voters (% of postal votes returned)
Overall adjusted turnout
Difference
West Midlands**
Postal votes as % of electorate
Turnout among registered postal voters (% of postal votes returned)
Overall adjusted turnout
Difference

2004 European
Parliamentary
elections

2001
general
election

8.38
62.30
37.30
25.00

3.72
75.40
55.20
20.20

10.49
68.40
37.70
30.70

4.71
82.00
64.90
17.10

8.71
69.80
35.50
34.30

3.29
78.30
58.60
19.70

Note: * adjusted turnout to allow comparison over time ** does not include data from one local authority area.
Source: Rallings and Thrasher, based on data supplied by Local Returning Officers.

4.18 One interesting issue to look at is the
impact of previous all-postal voting pilot
schemes of levels of postal voting on demand.
In our evaluation of the 2003 pilot schemes,
we examined the performance of Gateshead,
Stevenage and Trafford as all three areas had
used all-postal voting for two years running.
All three appeared to demonstrate the ability
to maintain relatively high levels of turnout over
time. Would this effect be sustained once postal
voting was only an option? In 2004, Stevenage

was not a pilot, but had an exceptionally high
level of postal voting on demand – 53% of
votes cast were cast by post. However, its
overall turnout was less in 2004 than the turnout
registered in Gateshead and Trafford, which
were able to continue to use all-postal voting in
2004. Although turnout fell in all three areas as
compared to 2003, it fell the most in Stevenage
(see Figure 1).
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All-postal voting

Figure 1: Turnout as a percentage of
registered electors at all-postal pilots 2002,
2003 and 2004

4.19 Turnout increased substantially in both
pilot and non-pilot regions in England
compared with the 1999 European Parliamentary
elections. Using either adjusted or unadjusted
calculations,28 turnout was about five percentage
points higher in pilot regions than in non-pilot
regions. While turnout more than doubled in pilot
regions, it increased by only half that amount in
non-pilot areas (see Table 4).
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Table 4: European Parliamentary election turnout in pilot and non-pilot regions 1999-2004

English pilot regions
English non-pilot regions

Unadjusted
turnout 2004

Adjusted
turnout 2004

42.42
37.11

41.98
36.86

Percentage
Per cent
point increase increase
1999-2004* 1999-2004*
21.73
109.46
12.67
53.38

Note: * comparisons over time are based on adjusted turnout.
Source: Rallings and Thrasher, based on data supplied by local returning officers.
Adjusted turnout excludes invalid votes, unadjusted turnout includes them.
28 The unadjusted turnout figures quoted here include invalid votes
rejected at the count but not those rejected before the count (this data
had not been provided by all Returning Offices at the time of writing).
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Table 5: Turnout change and combined elections in the North East and the West Midlands

Local elections
No local elections
West Midlands
Local elections
No local elections

Percentage change*
1999-2004
133.6
92.1

Average percentage point change 2003-4
Pilot area 2003
Non-pilot area 2003
-5.8
14.8
-11.6
7.5

76.8
44.3

-11.7
-14.5

7.2
1.5

Note: * comparisons over time are based on adjusted turnout.
Source: Rallings and Thrasher, based on data supplied by local returning officers.

4.20 In the North East, adjusted turnout (used
to enable comparison over time) was lower than
at the 2003 local elections (see Table 5). This
was the result of an average fall of 9.1% in the
13 councils which had tested all-postal voting
a year ago, compared with an average increase
of 8.2% in the 10 authorities where all-postal
voting was used for the first time this year. In the
West Midlands, there was a decrease of 11.6%
in the five local authority areas where there had
been pilots in 2003 but an average increase
of 4.8% elsewhere. These trends were more
pronounced in areas with local elections.

4.22 In summary, this evidence suggests that
all-postal voting made a difference in turnout
terms, especially where there were combined
elections and where all-postal arrangements
were being used for the first time. Further
analysis29 shows that the likelihood of voting
increased for all groups – regardless of gender,
age or other factors – if they lived in a pilot
region and/or if the European Parliamentary
elections were combined with local elections
in that area. The 2004 ICM/Commission opinion
survey also provides further evidence that
all-postal voting encouraged people to vote.

4.21 There were also some marked changes
in turnout within local authority areas. In North
Lincolnshire there was a drop of 16 percentage
points since local elections last year despite
all-postal voting being used on each occasion
(although with a modified Declaration of Identity
in 2003 and a ‘standard’ Declaration this year).
By contrast, in Kirklees, where all-postal voting
was used for the first time, turnout was 14 points
higher than at the previous local elections in
2003 and 30 points (or 160%) up on 1999.

Just under one in five people (18%) in the four
pilot regions said they were encouraged to vote
by the all-postal arrangements.

29 Multi-variate regression analysis by Professors Rallings and Thrasher.
This technique looks at relationships between variables – in this
case between turnout and the socio-demographics of any area,
the arrangements (all-postal or not) and whether there were
combined elections or not – and can predict how one will be
affected if others change.
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4.23 However, it is worth noting that a similar
proportion (16%) said the same in non-pilot areas
and as many as 10% of non-voters in the pilot
regions said that the arrangements encouraged
them, although clearly not enough to vote. Also,
one in eight (13%) adults in the pilot regions
said that the arrangements discouraged them
from voting, with 35-54 year olds the most likely
age group to say this (16%) (see Figure 2).
Figure 2: Perceived impact of all-postal voting on turnout
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4.24 ICM also analysed reported turnout
among different demographic groups in
pilot and non-pilot areas (see Table 6). When
comparing reported turnout among key subgroups of the electorate in pilot regions and
non-pilot regions, the largest differentials in
reported turnout were for women – whose

reported turnout was 10 percentage points
higher in pilot regions than in non-pilot regions,
compared to an equivalent +2 difference
among men. The 55-64 age group were also
significantly more likely to have voted in pilot
regions than in non-pilot regions, as were those
not currently in employment.

Table 6: Reported turnout* in pilot and non-pilot regions (by percentage)
Men
Women
Full time
Part time
Not employed30
Unemployed31
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65+
White
Asian/Black

non-pilot regions
54
51
47
50
61
51
35
39
48
53
58
72
53
58

pilot regions
56
61
50
51
70
52
43
43
48
58
71
78
58
63

point difference
+2
+10
+3
+1
+9
+1
+8
+4
0
+5
+13
+6
+5
+5

Note: * As is typical in surveys such as this, more people reported having voted than official figures
suggest actually did. N.B. These figures have been calculated by excluding respondents who said
there were not registered to vote.
Source: ICM and based on 8,512 interviews with UK adults 11-29 June 2004.

30 The term ‘not employed’ refers to those who are not in employment
and not seeking work (includes those who are retired).
31 The term ‘unemployed’ refers to those who are unemployed but
seeking work.
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4.25 In conjunction with Professor John Curtice,
ICM also conducted statistical analysis to further
explore the relationship between demographics,
attitudes and turnout. The analysis concluded
that all-postal arrangements have ‘...the same
impact on more or less all parts of society rather
than a special impact among any particular
section or sections of it’.32 In other words, while
all-postal voting changed the magnitude of the
voting population, it did not change its profile.

4.29 In the Commission’s response to the
Government consultation, we put forward our
concerns about the timings envisaged in this
process, while acknowledging that the entire
enterprise was dependent on timely
Parliamentary passage of the Bill:
The timetable set out in the Government’s
consultation paper is tight and leaves
little room for slippage. The Commission
believes that for successful pilot schemes
to be delivered in June 2004 the following
key milestones must be met:

4.26 In addition, and confirming previous
research for the Commission, ICM assert that:

• Potential pilot regions must be informed of
their selection, and receive a commitment
from Government as to the broad form of
the pilot in sufficient detail for meaningful
work to commence, by mid-December 2003.

What [all-postal voting] does not do is
re-connect the politically disengaged.
Those people who have been reluctant
to participate in electoral processes for
attitudinal or social reasons, in relative
terms, are still not inclined to do so despite
the use of all-postal voting.

• Potential pilot regions and suppliers must
be able to start work on the detailed
design of the voting services by 31
December 2003.

The pilot experience
Planning for pilots in 2004
4.27 The Government announced its intention to
run pilots of new voting methods at the June 2004
elections in September 2003 and introduced
the necessary legislation on 23 September.
4.28 At the same time it launched a consultation
on the form of, and arrangements for, the pilots
to be run. The consultation ended in November
2003. The Electoral Commission was directed
separately, under Section 6 of PPERA, to
recommend to the Government up to three
European Parliamentary regions in which
to hold pilots.

• The final detailed Pilot Orders should
be made no later than 31 March 2004.
4.30 This view was informed not only by our
own understanding of the work that would be
required, but by the views of Returning Officers
and electoral administrators on the time they
would need to organise and run pilots. In the
end, the debate on which regions would be
included in the pilot was not settled until the
Bill was passed on 1 April 2004 and the Order
providing for the form of the pilot was not made
until 27 April 2004. Given that the notice of
election – the official start of the election –

32 The full report from ICM and Professor Curtice is available to
download at: www.electoralcommission.org.uk
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was required to be issued by 30 April – the
Commission regards these timeframes as
wholly unacceptable. This view is shared by
electoral practitioners in the four pilot regions,
and across Great Britain. The problems created
by the timetable are evidenced in detail in our
evaluation reports on the four pilot regions and
summarised later in this chapter.
The Government should allow sufficient time for
the necessary discussions and preparations to
be made if it expects Returning Officers and
their staff to deliver successful elections and
pilots that are true learning experiences.
4.31 The Commission was particularly
concerned about the effects that the uncertainty
arising from the protracted Parliamentary debate
had on the ability of Returning Officers to plan
effectively for these elections. Our regional
evaluation programme has shown that Returning
Officers in some local authority areas did not
begin to plan for an all-postal ballot until 1 April.
4.32 The form of the pilot was also finalised too
late to allow for its effective implementation. Late
decisions on the exact design of the voting
process saw Returning Officers left with no time
for adequate planning and procurement
processes. The Commission itself was not able
to finalise the training materials it was separately
funded to produce, with the result that pilot
regions received a lower level of service than
non-pilot regions at a time when they could
legitimately have expected more support. The
time available for Royal Mail to plan and organise
its logistics was reduced. Crucially, the time
available to test improvements and modifications
to IT and print systems was almost non-existent.

Democracy is worthless if voters do not
have confidence in the way elections are
conducted. Change is inevitable and we
should embrace the opportunity to make
improvements. The process of change
however has to be managed well and
those charged with making it work should
be consulted properly, listened to and
given the time to prepare.
Electoral administrator,
Yorkshire & the Humber
4.33 While late decision-making was also
apparent in the May 2003 pilot programme (and
the Government was similarly criticised in the
Commission’s evaluation report), the scale of
the 2004 programme saw a significant increase
in the level of risk that such uncertainty was
causing. The decision to pilot in four regions
was a massive expansion in the number of
electors using all-postal voting. In May 2003,
just over four million electors could participate
in elections featuring all-postal voting, either as
the sole or one of multiple voting channels. In
2004, the choice of four regions saw an
electorate of just over 14 million electors being
eligible to participate in an all-postal election.
Central management of the pilots
4.34 In 2004, the combined nature of the election
also meant that pilots were the responsibility of
two central departments, the Department for
Constitutional Affairs (who led on legislation and
policy development) and the Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister. This mirrors the split in relation to
policy on national elections and referendums
and that on local and regional elections in
England and Wales. Despite the involvement
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of two departments, it was still not clear that
the Government had directed adequate
resources to supporting the pilots, a concern
the Commission had raised in 2003. Many
Returning Officers have commented to us that
they find the split of responsibilities at best
confusing and at worst unhelpful.
The Commission believes that, given the scale
of change already underway and contemplated
for the future, it would be in the best interests of
effective management if there were to be single
Department responsible for policy and law in
relation to elections and referendums. If this is
not feasible, there should at least be clarity as
to where leadership on such matters within
Government is located rather than continuing
the current approach of ‘parallel’ responsibilities.
Design of the pilot schemes
4.35 In previous local election pilot schemes, it
was possible for each local authority to design
its own pilot scheme (within the parameters of
the legal provisions enabling pilot schemes).
This enabled a degree of comparison to be
made between the different approaches. The
2004 pilot schemes were all designed to a
common model, as set out in the European
Parliamentary and Local Elections (All-Postal)
Pilot Order 2004 (the ‘Pilots Order’). The key
features were as follows:
• all ballots were issued by post;
• ballot papers had to be returned either by
post or in person to an ‘Assistance and
Delivery Point’ (initially, it was envisaged
by the Government that only one fixed

Assistance and Delivery Point would operate
in each local authority area; in practice, some
local authorities deployed as many as eight);
• the Assistance and Delivery Points had to
provide assistance to voters, to provide a place
to complete papers in private and to provide a
‘drop-off’ facility for those who did not wish to
return their ballot papers by Royal Mail; and
• the ballot paper had to be accompanied by
a Declaration of Identity, signed by the voter
and witnessed by someone else.
‘Convenience undermined by complexity’
4.36 Some Returning Officers in the pilot
regions had run three all-postal pilot schemes
prior to June 2004 and had therefore built up a
substantial body of knowledge. Work had also
been done through the process of pilot scheme
evaluation to identify necessary steps to improve
access to all-postal voting for all groups of
electors. This in turn informed the Commission’s
view of an appropriate model of all-postal
voting, as set out in The shape of elections
to come in 2003.
4.37 In autumn 2003, the Government accepted
the Commission’s proposed model for all-postal
voting at local elections and announced an
intention to consult on its implementation.33
However, before such steps were taken, the
Government decided to proceed with the June
2004 regional pilots and initiated a consultation
instead on the form of and arrangements for the
pilot schemes. The Government received over
150 responses to its consultation, many of
33 The Government’s response to The Electoral Commission’s report
The shape of elections to come, September 2003.

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: postal voting in June 2004

36

which were from electoral administrators,
addressing the detail of the proposals to run
all-postal voting and sharing specific
experience on what they believed would and
would not work. The Commission also made
a detailed response to this consultation.34
4.38 Unfortunately, however, the form of postal
voting ultimately piloted in June was extremely
complex and difficult to administer. For many
voters it also proved difficult to use. The evidence
from the Commission’s opinion polling –
explored further in the next chapter – is that the
design of the 2004 pilot schemes has damaged
the public’s experience of postal voting as a
straightforward and easy method of voting.
One party worker commented to us that the
convenience of postal voting was undermined
by the complexity of the system.
4.39 Some complexities sprung from what
appeared to be good ideas proposed at the
consultation stage – the pilot has therefore
enabled their effect and utility to be assessed.
Other elements of the design were inserted in
response to undertakings given during the
Parliamentary process, late in the policy
development stages or to meet concerns
about the potential for malpractice.
4.40 In the process of our regional evaluation
programme, we have received many comments
from electoral administrators to the effect that
they felt their evidence on what could and
would work was not given due regard. The
Commission understands that the Government
34 The Electoral Commission’s response to the Government consultation
paper on pilots in 2004 available at www.electoralcommission.org.uk

did draw on the responses received in
developing the form of the pilot, but it has
never published a summary of the responses
received. Such a summary would have
provided both valuable feedback for those who
responded and provided useful information on
where the form of pilot would be innovative.
4.41 This sense of frustration and
disappointment is also shared by others
outside the electoral administration community.
Scope, the leading disability charity, was asked
by the Commission to review access to the
elections for electors with disabilities, electors
with low literacy and electors who use English
as a second language.
4.42 In previous years, Scope had found that
the majority of disabled people thought that
postal voting was an easy and convenient way
to vote. However, there have been significant
access barriers for disabled people who are
visually impaired or have communication
impairments in the secret exercise of their vote.
In 2004, Scope examined the legislation
governing the pilot schemes, guidance issued
to Returning Officers and key documents such
as ballot packs. Their assessment was that the
Pilot Order – and in particular the wording and
layout of several key election documents
prescribed – impacted negatively on the
accessibility of the election and could have
been improved.
4.43 The prescribed ‘Instructions to Voter’ and
Declaration of Identity were overly complex and
not broken down into step-by-step instructions.
Many of the expressions or words used were
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too sophisticated. Further, election material,
including the ballot packs, was generally not
produced in accessible formats or to current
best practice accessibility guidelines. For
example, small font sizes on important
documents were relatively common.
Assistance and Delivery Points (ADPs)
4.44 The bulk of ballot papers were returned
by post. Electors could also use an Assistance
and Delivery Point, which gave effect to a
Commission recommendation for supported
delivery points. The Assistance and Delivery
Points allowed electors to drop off a ballot
paper, obtain assistance or a witness if
required, and provided space for electors
to complete their ballot paper in secret.
Table 7: Usage of Assistance and Delivery Points (ADPs): ballot packs returned each day as
a percentage of total return through ADPs
Region
East Midlands
North East
North West
Yorkshire &
the Humber
Total

1 Jun
4
6
5
6
5

2 Jun
7
7
5
6
6

3 Jun
7
8
6
6
7

4 Jun
8
7
8
6
8

5 Jun
2
2
11
2
6

7 Jun
9
9
12
6
10

8 Jun
10
11
19

9 Jun
16
11
18

10
14

15
16

10 Jun
36
18
32
36
32

Source: Based on 84 local authorities that provided data to KPMG for the regional evaluation reports
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4.45 Use of the Assistance and Delivery Points
should be seen in the context of the public’s
awareness of them (shown in Figure 3).
According to ICM’s survey, only 50% of people
across the four pilot regions knew about the
Assistance and Delivery Points. With the
exception of age, there were few demographic
differences in awareness – older age groups
were significantly more likely to be aware than
young people.
Figure 3: Awareness of Assistance
and Delivery Points
Q. Were you aware or unaware that you could
go to certain places set up by the council in
your areas for you to receive assistance, vote in
private and drop off completed ballot papers?
Yes – was
aware

No – was
not aware

50%

50%

Source: ICM
Base: 2,661 adults aged 18+ in four pilot regions

4.46 Awareness varied a little by region with
people in the North East least aware (46%) and
those in the East Midlands most aware (51%).
ICM’s focus groups found that many people did
not fully read the information provided in their
ballot packs, including ‘frequently asked
questions’ which explained the role of
Assistance and Delivery Points. This may have
been even more likely in areas such as the
North East where people’s experience of, and
familiarity with, all-postal arrangements is higher.
4.47 The Commission had originally
recommended that there should be only one
Assistance and Delivery Point per local authority
area and the Government initially provided for
this level of provision. However, some Returning
Officers wished to offer additional Assistance
and Delivery Points and the Government did
agree in response to fund further Assistance and
Delivery Points. In some areas, unstaffed
contingency delivery points were also set up
when the ballot packs were dispatched late.
4.48 The statistics provided to us by Returning
Officers have indicated a higher level of
Assistance and Delivery Point usage than in
previous pilot schemes and than was expected
by Returning Officers and the Commission. We
have also collected information to suggest that
significant numbers of Assistance and Delivery
Point users required assistance due to the
complex nature of the ballot pack, although this
could be expected to reduce if ballot stationery
were to be simplified. Interestingly, there is much
anecdotal evidence that electors wanted to have
greater access to Assistance and Delivery Points,
in terms of hours and days of opening and
physical location.
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Election timetable

Capacity to deliver

4.49 One particular aspect of the design of the
pilots schemes worth examination is the impact
of changes to the standard election timetable.
Since the beginning of the electoral pilots
programme in 2000, it has been the Government’s
practice to modify the standard election timetable
to allow changed periods of time to deliver various
stages of the election. However, this has not
always proved an adequate method of providing
for new or expanded processes. Pilots of future
electoral innovation – such as electronic voting
– clearly need to identify first the time actually
required to undertake processes and tasks
and then construct the timetable accordingly.

4.51 In an all-postal election, unlike traditional
polls, the role of commercial suppliers is central
to the efficient and effective management of the
process. In advance of the election period,
much concern focused on the potential for
problems in relation to delivery of the mail.
However, it was the production of the ballot
packs rather than delivery that created the
biggest difficulties. Substantial media attention
was directed towards the capacity of Returning
Officers and printers to produce ballot packs.

4.50 The three months available to the
Commission under law to complete our
evaluation of the regional pilot schemes has not
allowed us to undertake any consultation on an
ideal timetable for an election that involves voting
conducted outside polling stations. However, we
can identify some key issues that emerged from
evaluation of this year’s pilot schemes that would
need to be reflected in any future use of ‘remote’
voting channels:
1) The inclusion of a deadline for the issue of
the ballot packs was useful. Electors should
receive their ballot packs a minimum of ten
days before the close of the poll.
2) The deadline for electors to change their
delivery details should be moved to the close
of nominations to allow production of ballot
packs to proceed on an agreed data set.
3) The deadline for close of nominations may
need to be earlier to allow sufficient time for
the production of ballot packs.

4.52 The Pilot Order specified the form of the
ballot pack. It was to contain:
• relevant ballot paper(s);
• Declaration of Identity;
• instructions to voters;
• inner return envelope; and
• outer return envelope.
4.53 The contents of these forms were
prescribed in the Pilot Order and the ballot packs
had to be issued to electors by 1 June. For
various reasons explored in detail in our regional
evaluation reports, some Returning Officers’ print
suppliers indicated in the weeks before 1 June
that they would not be able to deliver the required
ballot packs to this deadline. We understand that
some Returning Officers and printers are taking
legal advice on their contractual obligations.
The Commission will monitor the situation for
the purposes of future learning.
4.54 Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority –
around 99% – of ballot packs across the four
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pilot regions were issued to Royal Mail on or
before 1 June, and in many cases electors had
their ballot packs by the unofficial target date of
26 May. It is worth noting that in the three largest
authorities in the pilot regions – Leeds, Liverpool
and Sunderland – ballot packs were issued by
26 May. All three were also running ‘all-out’
combined elections resulting in a complex and
large ballot pack. The three also illustrate that
there is no one model of success as far as ballot
pack procurement – Leeds were the sole client
of an experienced printer, Liverpool were part of
a consortium of Merseyside authorities whose
provider supplied ballot packs for 44 authorities
across three of the four regions and Sunderland
used their in-house printer.
4.55 The Commission has concluded that where
problems did arise they were the result of:
• Late decision-making: the delays in achieving
Parliamentary approval caused consequent
delays in achieving certainty about the
number and form of pilots. This had a major
impact on the ability of, and time available
for, Returning Officers to procure suitable
printers, especially given the fact that the
prescribed design of the ballot pack was
changing right up until three days before
the official start of the election period.
• The complex combination of elections. The
large ballot papers and the need to customise
the production process for each ward in
areas where there were local elections meant
that production could not proceed at an
optimum rate.

• Insufficient capacity at the time. While the
Commission believes that sufficient capacity
and expertise will develop in the print industry
to support all-postal voting, it was not available
within the timeframes of the 2004 pilots
scheme, for the size of the pilot or for the
complex nature of this particular set of elections
and the complex design of the voting materials.
• A lack of suitable contract management
procedures by some Returning Officers. The
outsourcing of key election tasks is unfamiliar
to many electoral staff. The skills to deal with
procurement and project management tasks
were not always available within electoral
services departments and the need for such
skills was not always recognised by
Returning Officers.
4.56 During the week leading up to 1 June,
Local and Regional Returning Officers,
Government officials, printers and Royal Mail
worked around the clock to monitor the progress
of production. The direct intervention of Regional
Returning Officers and the Government officials,
particularly in the Department for Constitutional
Affairs, was, according to many Returning
Officers, necessary to ensure production was
finalised in time.
4.57 The dedication shown by these officers is
commendable, and their contribution to the
effective conduct of the election is recognised.
However, that this was necessary raises real
questions about the ability of the print industry
and Returning Officers and their staff at the
present time to manage an exercise on this scale,
let alone any further extension of all-postal voting.
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4.58 The Commission notes that production
problems were in most cases ameliorated by the
excellent performance of Royal Mail in areas that
experienced problems. Royal Mail needed to
reschedule the delivery of millions of ballot packs
across and around a bank holiday weekend and
this was done effectively and efficiently. For many
Returning Officers, Royal Mail staff provided the
most accurate information on the progress of
their printing and delivery.
4.59 Royal Mail had implemented many of the
recommendations from our 2003 report The
shape of elections to come. We were particularly
pleased that a product was developed to include
a ‘sweep’ of mail centres as close to the close of
the poll as possible. While the Commission
accepts that the timing and cost of this sweep
process should be further evaluated, we continue
to believe that it provides a vital assurance that as
many ballot papers as possible can be admitted
to the count. The low number of ballot papers
received on the day after the close of poll –
detailed in the four regional reports – testifies to
the utility of this service.
4.60 Royal Mail made firm and high level
commitments to the delivery of the pilot and the
Commission believes that they performed very
well. We hope to see a similar level of service
maintained at all future elections.

The administration of postal voting
on demand
4.61 The postal voting system used outside of
the pilot areas has not substantially changed
from that in place prior to the introduction of
postal voting on demand in 2001. However, as
the number of postal voters has increased, it
has become increasingly evident that the
procedures are not fit for the efficient
management of large numbers of postal votes.
These problems are especially pronounced at
the point of issue. Indeed, some previous local
election postal voting pilot schemes – notably
Manchester in 2003 – were designed to test
new ways of improving the issue of postal votes
on demand when large volumes were involved.
4.62 The main barriers to the efficient and
timely issue of postal votes to electors are
linked to the legal requirements imposed on the
process, and can be summarised as follows:
1) The ballot stationery is highly prescribed in
law and precludes the use of innovative
mailing techniques such as ‘one piece
mailers’ which can (if well designed) be more
voter-friendly and efficient to produce.
2) The official mark must be applied so as to
perforate the ballot paper, which is not viable
in many printing technologies. This is a
particular problem in relation to postal votes
as it inserts a further level of complexity, and
a further opportunity for error, in the issuing
process. In polling station voting, the
problem is addressed through the Presiding
Officer’s role in issuing the ballot paper.
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3) The materials sent to the voter – the ballot
paper and Declaration of Identity – must all
be matched to accommodate the need for a
serial number (or other vote tracing device,
such as a barcode). As the printing of
separate parts cannot be combined due
to (1) and (2) this is often done by hand.
4) The time allowed between the last date for
applications and the last date for issue has
proved inadequate if many late applications
are received.
5) Many printers are either not able to
undertake this service to the required level or
accuracy or find the relatively low numbers
involved not worth the effort of set up and
testing. The current rules do not provide the
flexibility that can be required to deliver a
legislatively compliant product at an
affordable price and within the timescales.
4.63 Many of these complexities mean that the
efficiencies that can be gained from automated
issue of postal ballot papers cannot currently be
applied in a postal voting on demand system.
However, there are potential solutions available
in relation to some of the areas of concern.
4.64 In relation to the first point, the
Commission has evaluated a number of pilot
schemes in previous years that tested the use
of different forms of design. Not all were
successful and a small number were clearly
worse than existing arrangements. The
Commission considers that further work must
be undertaken on the design of postal ballot
packs and we will continue to identify and
promote good practice in this area.

4.65 The Commission has separately
recommended that the rules pertaining to
official marks should be amended to allow for
the use of alternative security marks such as
watermarking.35 This would allow the integration
of security marking with the printing process.
The Government has responded that it intends
to seek to allow the use of alternative official
marks as early as is practicable.36 We are also
commencing later this year a review of the
need for, and use of, serial numbers and other
vote tracing devices.
4.66 We also believe that there should be
scope to learn lessons from previous all-postal
pilot schemes in relation to the printing process
and so develop better large scale ‘postal voting
on demand’ print services.
4.67 We examine below in more detail the
issues of timetabling, which are not so readily
susceptible to reform, and the problems
caused by late receipt of large numbers of
applications for postal ballots.

35 The Electoral Commission (2003) The shape of elections to come.
36 The Government’s response to The Electoral Commission’s report
The shape of elections to come, September 2003.
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Timetable for postal votes on demand
4.68 In our report Election Timetables in the
United Kingdom,37 we recommended that there
should be no change to the timetable for the
applications for postal votes or changes
to existing applications. Our model 25-day
timetable included the following cut-off points
in regard to postal voting:
Recommended election timetable
Task
Days before poll
Final publication of statement
of persons nominated
-16
Changes to existing postal
vote application details
-11
Deadline for receipt of new
postal vote applications
-6
4.69 Despite the high degree of prescription in
other areas of electoral law, there is presently
no deadline by which postal votes must be
issued to electors by the Returning Officer. A
Returning Officer can issue a postal vote as
soon as the Electoral Registration Officer (in
practice often the same person in England
and Wales) has granted the application, when
it is election-specific. For those electors with a
permanent postal vote, postal ballot papers
cannot be issued until the closing date for
changes to the details in their application,
which is 11 days before the close of the poll.

4.70 Returning Officers will normally begin the
production of ballot papers as soon as the
statement of persons nominated has been
published, as this finalises the list of candidates
standing for election. However, this date is only
16 days before the close of the poll. Ballot
packs for existing postal voters can be
dispatched after 5pm on the eleventh day
before polling day – in practice in 2004 this
meant that the first postal votes were dispatched
on 26 May. The final deadline for receipt of new
applications was 5pm on 2 June, meaning that
the last postal votes would go out, if processing
was complete, on 3 June. There is no deadline
for when these postal votes must be dispatched,
although we have been informed that many
Returning Officers outside pilot areas had staff
that worked through the night of 2 June to
ensure that the late applications could be
dispatched as soon as possible. We
understand that in some areas the volume of
late applications received was such that some
postal votes would not have been dispatched
until 4 June had this not been done.
4.71 The Commission supports the view of
many Returning Officers that a suitable time
period for electors to receive, consider,
complete, and return their ballot papers is
essential. We also recognise that this need
must be balanced by the time it takes to
produce and issue postal ballot packs.

37 The Electoral Commission (2003).
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4.72 The difficulty in balancing these needs
is that addressing the problems created for
Returning Officers by the tightness of the
timetable would involve allowing Returning
Officers more time between receipt of
application and issue, which in turn would
inevitably infringe the interests of voters at
one end of the process or the other:

The Commission recommends that the law
relating to the issue of postal votes should
require Returning Officers to use the most
efficient means of dispatch available. This
change should not, however, be introduced
without a parallel commitment from local and
central government to meet the costs of using
first class post for issue of postal ballots.

• If the deadline for postal vote applications
were set earlier in the process, this would
almost certainly result in a reduction in the
number of registered postal voters (and
therefore reduce overall participation rates).

4.74 Even with this change, however, the late
receipt of large numbers of postal vote
applications at or near the deadline for
applications – which is only six days before
polling day – is liable to push the postal voting
system to breaking point.

• If the deadline for changing details for
existing postal voters were moved earlier,
no significant administrative benefit would be
gained when compared with the reduction in
the accuracy of the address details.
• If ballot papers are issued later, the voter then
has less time to consider how to vote and get
their completed ballot paper back in time.
4.73 In addition to the proposals already
referred to in paragraph 4.65 regarding design
and use of alternative official marks, one further
potential change could help to ameliorate the
situation. At present, the law is silent on method
and class of postal vote issue (i.e. Royal Mail
or by hand, first or second). Returning Officers
make their own judgments about the
appropriate approach in the light of local
circumstances and resource constraints. The
pressures on the timing of issue of ballot papers
would be less severe if it were to be accepted
that the norm was to use first class post (or
hand delivery if that achieved a similar result)
and Returning Officers were funded accordingly.

Applications for postal votes
4.75 We have already noted (and welcomed in
principle) the increasing number of campaigns
by parties and campaign groups to encourage
applications for postal votes. Very often such
campaigns involve the distribution of
application forms. All examples of such
application forms seen by the Commission in
2004 provided all the relevant information
required by law and offered electors all the
relevant choices. However, many used a return
address that was not that of the relevant Electoral
Registration Officer but rather that of the party
or group’s own offices, or that of a contractor.
We understand that this is done for both
practical and resource reasons. However, the
Commission made clear before the elections
that we regarded this as inappropriate.37

37 The Electoral Commission (2004) Draft code of conduct for political
parties, candidates and canvassers on the handling of postal voting
applications and postal ballot papers.
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4.76 We discuss elsewhere in this report the
impact the use of ‘third party’ return addresses
may have on elector confidence in the systems
of postal voting in use. For the purpose of the
current discussion, our concern is limited to the
impact of this practice on the administration of
the election.

before the close of the poll. The ability of
electoral services staff to process such volumes
and dispatch postal ballots in time for electors
to receive them is not guaranteed even if the
applications are in order. Unfortunately, in many
cases they were not and the following problems
were reported to the Commission:

4.77 The practice of many groups is that postal
vote applications sent in by electors are received
by a central mailing house and then sorted into
either Parliamentary constituencies or local
authority area. They are then dispatched to local
branches, whose members are in turn required
to sort and deliver them to the appropriate
Electoral Registration Officer. The administrative
problems caused by this practice were first
highlighted by the Commission in our 2001
report. However, because of increased take-up
in 2004, the problems created were even more
marked this year.

• many applications were duplicates or in
some cases triplicates, but still had to be
processed for this to become apparent;

4.78 We are aware that some Electoral
Registration Officers proactively contacted
national and local branches and agents to alert
them to potential difficulties when they became
aware of these campaigns. The response from
political parties was that applications would be
returned to Electoral Registration Officers in
good time for processing. This was also raised
by the Commission with senior party officials
and similar assurances were given.

• many were from electors who were already
permanent postal voters, but still had to be
processed for this to become apparent;
• some were from existing permanent postal
voters including a change of address that
could not be actioned as it was received too
late in the timetable;
• applications were forwarded to the wrong
Electoral Registration Officer, especially when
they had been sorted by Parliamentary
constituency rather than local government
areas; and
• in some cases they were delivered after the
deadline, despite being signed by the elector
in some cases up to two months previously.
One Electoral Registration Officer reported
receiving some 60 such applications in July
that bore electors’ signatures from May.

4.79 Unfortunately, we have received numerous
reports of Electoral Registration Officers
receiving large numbers of applications from
political parties or campaign groups just in
advance of the deadline: 5pm on the sixth day

4.80 As a result, we estimate that several hundred
voters (and potentially more) across Great Britain
were disenfranchised or lost the opportunity to
cast their ballot either in their preferred way or at
all. These problems could have been avoided
if the applications were received earlier.
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4.81 The Commission acknowledges the
valuable and legitimate role of parties in
encouraging the take-up of postal voting and
increasing participation. But we are deeply
concerned that there continues to be a lack of
awareness or understanding as to the impact of
such bulk applications on Electoral Registration
Officers, and on the capacity for such practices
to effectively disenfranchise those electors who
have completed application forms in good faith.
Accordingly, we believe that more concrete
steps should be taken to ensure that
campaigns designed to increase participation
do not have the opposite effect.
The Commission recommends that the law
relating to postal vote applications be revised
to provide that postal vote applications must
bear the return postal address of the Electoral
Registration Officer at their normal place
of business.
4.82 We recognise that such an approach may
cause concern to parties and campaign groups,
who would need to produce separate form for
each area in order to provide the relevant
Electoral Registration Officer’s address. We are
also aware that the use of a single mailing house
address for return allows campaigners to
process their applications more efficiently.
An alternative, but in our view less effective,
approach would be to penalise political parties,
campaign groups and others for any delays in
forwarding applications received from a third
party. The Commission has identified a clause in
the Australian electoral legislation that addresses
a similar problem. It is designed to ensure the
swift return of postal vote application forms or

postal ballot papers to the relevant statutory
officers. Section 197 of the Commonwealth
Electoral Act 1918 imposes a penalty for any
delay in the forwarding of such documents:
Failure to post or deliver postal vote
application etc.
A person to whom an elector entrusts:
(a) an application for a postal vote; or
(b) an envelope apparently containing a
postal ballot-paper;
for posting or delivery to an officer shall post
or deliver the application or envelope, as the
case may be, as soon as practicable.
Penalty: £1,000.
If the law is not changed to prohibit return of
postal vote application forms via third parties,
the Commission recommends that UK law be
changed to include a new provision similar to
that of section 197 of the Commonwealth
Electoral Act 1918 to require the timely
forwarding of postal vote applications.

The integrity of postal voting
4.83 In 2004, as in previous years, concerns
about the security of postal voting centred on the
scope for coercion or undue influence during the
completion of ballot papers. Most allegations
received by Returning Officers and police relate
either to voters being coerced to vote a certain
way, or to voters being coerced into handing
over their uncompleted ballot paper for
completion by someone else. There is also
concern over the integrity of the electoral register.
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4.84 We are aware of only two investigations
that have resulted in arrests to date. In Oldham,
three men have been arrested in connection
with stealing ballot papers and in Halton there
have been two arrests for forgery. There have
also been well-publicised allegations in other
parts of the pilot regions such as Burnley,
Sheffield, Derby and Bradford but it is too soon
to know if any of these will result in prosecution.
Outside pilot regions, the media gave
prominence to allegations of so-called vote
‘harvesting’ in Birmingham, where West
Midlands Police were asked to investigate
15 allegations of impropriety. Two electoral
petitions – in the Aston and Bordesley Green
wards of Birmingham – are based on
allegations of electoral offences. As these
matters are ongoing it would be inappropriate
for the Commission to comment at this stage.
The Commission is also aware of ongoing
police investigations in Reading and Glasgow.
4.85 Some members of the public, as well
as candidates and agents, have expressed
concern over the possibility that postal voting
could increase the likelihood of dominant
members of a household coercing others
in the house to vote the way they want. Most
allegations of this type are centred on minority
communities, especially in large urban areas,
and this is discussed more in chapter 7. Other
allegations made have related to apparent dual
or multiple voting and votes being cast by
electors known to be away from the UK.

pilot areas. ICM asked people how much of a
problem they thought fraud or abuse was at the
June 2004 elections. Just over a quarter (26%)
of adults across the UK said that it was a very
or fairly big problem – representing little change
from the 24% who considered electoral fraud
to be a problem in Britain in a MORI survey
conducted for us in December 2003. However,
those living in the ‘postal voting on demand’
regions were much less likely to consider fraud
to be a problem at the June elections than
those in pilot areas – 24% against 30%.
4.87 The Commission believes that the integrity
of all elections will be enhanced by the
introduction of individual electoral registration.
This move would enable a check to be made
between ballot papers and details held on the
electoral register – while registration continues
to be managed on a ‘household’ basis, this is
impossible. However, some attempts were
made within the framework of the June pilot
schemes to address issues of security.
Voter attitudes and behaviour
4.88 The bedrock of our voting system is the
secrecy of our ballot. The 2004 pilots, unlike
many previous pilots, involved:
• the inclusion of a ‘secrecy envelope’ – an
inner envelope into which the ballot papers
were sealed;
• a prohibition on electoral staff matching the
elector with their vote; and

4.86 Allegations surrounding voting by deceased
electors, ‘child electors’ and fictitious electors do
appear to be on the increase. These concerns
appear to have been particularly resonant in the

• the provision of staffed Assistance and
Delivery Points designed to provide (among
other services) a private and supervised
venue in which to cast a vote.
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Nevertheless, one of the biggest concerns of
electors is that they do not feel that the current
arrangements for postal voting facilitate the
casting of a ballot in secret.
4.89 One of measures regarded by some
parliamentarians in 2004 as central to the
prevention of fraud was the witnessed
Declaration of Identity. This is a standard
requirement in postal voting on demand,
although the witness signature had been
dispensed with in some previous pilot
schemes. In fact, some pilots had done away
with a Declaration altogether. For the purpose
of the June 2004 pilots, supporters of the
witnessed Declaration argued in Parliament that
a witness to the Declaration would provide a
greater degree of confidence that the voter really
was who he claimed to be. This approach was
ultimately adopted. However, in practice it caused
significant problems, with little if any evidence of
increased protection against fraud. According
to ICM ‘many people question the value of the
Declaration of Identity – it is considered to be
an unnecessary inconvenience. It is thought
to be easily abused, and in the worst-case
scenario, dissuades people from voting’. Twelve
per cent of those who voted reported problems.
4.90 Nevertheless, the survey found most
people of the view that it was easy to fill in the
Declaration and get someone to witness it. More
then eight in ten of those who voted (84%) held
this view. Non-voters were also asked how easy
or difficult they thought it would have been to
complete the Declaration. While 26% thought it
would have been difficult to complete, 55% took
the opposite view. Combining the responses of
voters and non-voters, 71% rated the Declaration

as easy to complete while 18% rated it as
difficult. Older age groups were relatively more
positive as were those in 2+ person
households and those from ethnic minority
backgrounds reported more problems. No
equivalent figures are available in relation to
postal voting on demand (as the numbers
involved are much smaller), but it is obviously
likely that there would not be such significant
levels of difficulty reported amongst those who
had requested the postal vote in the first place.
4.91 Both all-postal and combined elections are
associated with a greater number of ballot paper
rejections before the count. This year, there was
also considerable variation between local
authorities. For example, in the North East, the
proportion of postal votes where the covering
envelope or contents were rejected before the
count varied from 0.65% in Alnwick to 4.93%
in South Tyneside. In addition, somewhat
surprisingly, Professors Rallings and Thrasher’s
analysis for the Commission has found a higher
average rejection rate in repeat pilot areas than
in first-time pilots. This may reflect the fact that
those in repeat areas were not always using
exactly the same method of postal voting as
in previous pilot schemes.
4.92 A greater proportion of votes were rejected
at the count in pilot regions than in non-pilot
regions. By way of an example, in the North East
0.6% of votes reaching this stage were rejected
where there were only European Parliamentary
elections and in the West Midlands the figure was
0.3%. Again, combination had an effect – in the
North East 2.2% of votes were rejected at the
count where there were combined elections,
compared with 1.1% in West Midlands.
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Draft Code of conduct
4.93 One initiative to try to counter perceptions
of undue influence in the postal voting process
was the publication (in April 2004) of the
Commission’s draft Code of conduct for
political parties, candidates and canvassers on
the handling of postal voting applications and
postal ballot papers. This was produced
following discussion with the Westminster,
Scottish and Welsh Political Parties Panels and
the vast majority of it reflects existing campaign
guidelines provided by the parties themselves.
The Commission’s intention in publishing the
draft Code was to help build confidence in
the system of postal voting. The Commission
has always acknowledged the vital role that
campaigners play in encouraging participation
in elections, but we believe that certain
activities, either in practice or because of public
perceptions of them, are inappropriate for
campaigners. The Code was always intended
to be reviewed after the elections in the light of
the experience of using it in a ‘live’ election and
feedback from those involved.
4.94 However, this draft Code was not well
received by some political parties, and this has
been the subject of some high profile press
reports. Particular concerns have arisen where
the Commission has suggested in the draft
Code that certain practices, while not unlawful,
are undesirable and should be avoided. For
example, some parties suggest that handling
sealed ballot papers or witnessing a
Declaration of Identity should be permitted and
is acceptable once the ballot paper had been
completed and sealed in its return envelope.
The draft Code states that the Commission
regards such activities as unwelcome.

4.95 Some political parties are concerned that
such statements from the Commission risk
causing confusion about what the law actually is.
The Conservative Party commented that ‘…any
code which diverges from the law is a recipe for
confusion’, especially among non-professional
volunteers and activists who may not be certain
what practices are lawful.
4.96 However, there is more agreement than
disagreement between the Commission and
the parties on the underlying principles. The
Commission is pleased that there is general
agreement that campaigners and party workers
should not handle ballot papers or witness a
ballot paper being completed. There is also
support for the principle that postal votes should
be sent directly to the elector’s chosen individual
address and not to a ‘warehouse’ address.
4.97 The Commission will continue to work with
the political parties to agree on appropriate
guidance in relation to the conduct of
campaigners. We have already discussed the
parties’ concerns on the timing and presentation
of the draft Code with them and, as noted, have
found many areas of common ground. The draft
Code of conduct is being re-edited for further
evaluation in the planned regional referendum
in the North East of England in November 2004,
and final assessment of its impact and value
will be undertaken after that event.
4.98 We will also continue to consider whether
there is a need for legislation to underpin the
conduct of campaigners. We are firm in our
view that if appropriate levels of conduct cannot
be agreed and delivered through discussion
and consensus then new statutory provisions
may be required.
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Incidence of fraud
4.99 In 2003 we recommended that Returning
Officers should conduct post-election checks
on security statements returned in all-postal
pilot schemes. These checks would allow some
auditing of signatures Declarations of Identity
against existing electoral records. The
Commission was committed to issuing guidance
on this for Returning Officers’ use in 2004; the
Government’s decision to proceed with pilots
in 2004 meant this could only be issued in draft
form. At the time of writing many Returning
Officers are still conducting these tests and
the Commission will continue to gather their
evidence with a view to providing final guidance.
4.100 Those Returning Officers (in both pilot
and non-pilot regions) that have conducted
such checks report that no evidence of fraud
has been found. Of those samples examined,
at most only one or two signatures have
required further checks, usually done by the
election staff. The majority of electors and
witnesses contacted have been happy to assist
in these checks.
4.101 It is important that Returning Officers are
able to demonstrate the integrity of the process
and the Commission will continue to refine and
promote model integrity checks taking into
account further input from their trials.
4.102 There are also some additional sources of
evidence to consider. The Regional Returning
Officer for the North West and Greater
Manchester Police in June issued a joint
statement that ‘in Greater Manchester, the scale
of allegations of fraud and malpractice is broadly

similar to previous years. While the nature of
allegations has changed this year, the scale has
not increased – if anything it has lessened’.38
4.103 The Commission also notes that
Returning Officers were required to return to
electors Declarations of Identity that were
incomplete for completion by either the elector
or a witness. The return of these papers clearly
could have exposed failings in the security of
the process. However, the Commission is not
aware of any allegations or claims made as a
result of returning incomplete Declarations to
the effect that the Declaration had not originally
been submitted by the elector concerned.
4.104 In summary, we are not aware of any
evidence to date to suggest any widespread
abuse of postal voting either within or beyond
the pilot regions. However, the Commission is
not yet able to conclude whether the increased
use of postal voting across Great Britain has led
to an increase of fraud or malpractice. In pilot
areas the time limits for bringing prosecutions
were increased to two years (it remains 12
months in other areas) and we will continue
to monitor the incidence of allegations. The
Commission is aware that not all Returning
Officers will notify the Commission of
allegations and, as the Commission has no
powers to effectively compel the disclosure
of such information, this makes the task of
assessing the incidence of fraud more difficult.
In addition, the type of intimidation that is often
referred to in the context of postal voting will, by
its very nature, be difficult to quantify.
38 Joint Statement from Regional Returning Officer Sir Howard Bernstein
and Detective Supt Martin Bottomley, Greater Manchester Police.
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Costs of postal voting
Resourcing piloting
4.105 At the time of writing the Commission has
been unable to evaluate fully the cost of the
2004 pilot schemes as not all local authorities
have supplied the necessary data. This is
disappointing as one of the key objectives of
this year’s evaluations was to investigate the
true costs of running elections in the manner,
and we hoped to have a significant pool of
evidence from which to draw from.
4.106 We have collected cost information as
part of our evaluation process, and what
information we feel is reliable is discussed in
our regional reports. Particularly noteworthy is
the wide divergence in the cost of ballot pack
production and the differing levels of staff
deployed to open and process ballot papers.
The Commission will continue to investigate
these areas for future reference, particularly to
see if late decisions and inexperience of postal
voting led to higher costs.

area but then subsequently agreed to fund
more. Similarly, no publicity activities apart from
the information card were supported, until
27 May Ministers directed that the Government
would meet the cost of publicity activities in the
face of adverse media coverage of the delays
in ballot paper production.
4.108 Although we welcome the Government’s
willingness to invest in the pilots to assist in
dealing with the issues that Local Returning
Officers faced, it makes any analysis of the
effectiveness of local financial management for
the pilot schemes more complex.
4.109 Under these circumstances it would be
inappropriate for the Commission to suggest
that there was an ideal ‘cost per elector’ level
that Returning Officers should have, or could
have, met. However, as a key aim of piloting is
identify the potential for any additional costs or
savings, we are firmly of the view that the June
2004 pilots have failed in this regard.
Resourcing postal voting on demand

4.107 The Government issued the guidance for
pilot regions on expenditure levels (usually
referred to as ‘fees and charges’) on 18 June
2004, eight days after the poll had closed. While
the legal framework for fees and charges was
provided in the Pilot Order, Returning Officers
(quite rightly) rely on the guidance that follows
to set budgets and monitor expenditure. In
addition, what guidance had been available in
advance changed during the election period –
for example, as we have noted, central
Government had originally agreed to fund only
one Assistance and Delivery Point per principal

4.110 The Commission has always stressed
that any changes to our electoral arrangements
must be accompanied by an appropriate level
of resources. The experience of many Returning
Officers in 2004 is that the current level and
method of funding for postal voting on demand
has not evolved to match the current volume.
4.111 Returning Officers receive their financial
resources for national elections through a
system of fees and charges set in legislation.
Postal voting costs are met in two ways. The
cost of printing and postage is reimbursed.
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There is also a set clerical allowance for the
preparation and receipt of the ballot packs. This
allowance is set based on the number of electors,
not the number of electors who vote by post.
4.112 The resourcing of electoral services is not
a new issue and is one that the Commission
has separately examined in previous reports.
The 2004 elections have proved again that this
system is not a suitable base for electoral
development and reform.
4.113 In previous elections where the level of
postal voting was 5% or so of an electorate this
allowance was adequate. However, the current
levels of postal voting have rendered this
system unworkable and the amounts available
insufficient. A new system could support the
automated issue of postal votes where
appropriate and reflect the predictability
provided by permanently registered postal
voters. We would hope to see such changes in
place for postal voting on demand at the next
elections in spring 2005.
4.114 The Commission has also previously
recommended that, in the short term:
• there should be an annually negotiated
review of the Fees and Charges Orders,
rather than preparing a new Order in advance
of specific elections; and
• there should be rationalisation of the fees and
charges mechanisms and changes to the
‘miscellaneous’ heading within the Charges
Order to give greater freedoms and
flexibilities to local managers, and to ensure
that legitimate costs, reasonably incurred, are
efficiently reimbursed.

The current fees and charges structure must
be reviewed, in line with the Commission’s
2003 recommendations (in Funding Democracy),
to support the existing and expected levels of
postal voting.
4.115 There is also a clear difference between
the levels of promotion of postal voting on
demand initiated by different Electoral
Registration Officers. Some are very proactive,
including applications forms with canvass forms
or on poll cards, whilst others are more reactive
in their provision of information.
4.116 Some Electoral Registration Officers
believe that it is not their role to promote postal
voting on demand, only to make information
available if requested. Similarly, some Electoral
Registration Officers and Returning Officers are
uneasy about promoting electoral participation
more generally, having construed their role in
a more narrow procedural light. For almost all
Electoral Registration Officers and Returning
Officers it is difficult to obtain the necessary
resources to promote elections and registration.
4.117 The Commission has previously urged
the Government to clarify the legal position of
Returning Officers in relation to funding publicity
to encourage participation, including the
availability of postal voting on demand. We
have also recommended that, if uncertainty
continues to exist Government should explicitly
legislate for such powers. Following clarification
or legislation, the Commission will issue guidance
on good practice in promotional techniques,
building on the research in Making an impact.
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Structural reform of funding
4.118 Longer term, the Commission has
recommended that more structural changes are
needed to ensure that arrangements for funding
democracy are fit for the 21st century. In the
light of the fact that electoral services in the UK
face a future of change and modernisation – a
national electronic register, multi-channel voting
using new technology, new elections and
increased use of referendums – continuing to
allow local autonomy in determining core
budgets for electoral services will not provide
the consistency of service levels necessary or
generate the investment needed for the future.
4.119 Even a brief review of the pattern of
resource allocation to, and within, local
government in recent years suggests that it is
simply not realistic to expect local authorities to
prioritise electoral services over other more
‘front-line’ service provision. We have therefore
recommended that core funding for electoral
services (i.e. funding for staffing, training,
infrastructure, registration services and UK
elections and referendums) should come from
the Consolidated Fund so that the funding can
be matched with national standards that can
be monitored centrally.
4.120 Linked to this, we have also recommended
that further discussions should take place with
the Government, the devolved legislatures and
representatives of local government (including
parish councils and community councils) to
identify the most efficient and effective funding
arrangements for sub-UK elections to
complement the structural changes to
funding of core services and UK elections
recommended above.
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5 Postal voting:
where are we now?
On balance, the public are positive
about postal voting both on demand
and in all-postal voting schemes.
However, it is clear that confidence in
postal voting to deliver safe, secure
and secret elections is not as high
as it has been in recent years.

Public attitudes
5.1 To help assess reactions to the 2004
elections, the Commission asked ICM to conduct
survey and qualitative research to measure and
explore public attitudes. This research looked
in particular at the public’s experience of voting
in 2004, both in pilot and non-pilot areas. In
conjunction with Professor John Curtice, ICM also
conducted statistical analysis to explore further
the relationship between demographics, attitudes
and turnout and to investigate the extent to which
the variables associated with abstention were
common across pilot and non-pilot areas.48 In
this report, we explore their findings in relation
to postal voting. Further analysis in relation to
the wider issues raised by the elections will
feature in our forthcoming statutory report on the
European Parliamentary elections more generally.
Satisfaction
5.2 According to ICM’s survey for the
Commission, people in pilot regions were
satisfied with all-postal voting by a margin of two
to one – 59% against 30% (see Figures 4 and 5).
Underpinning this satisfaction is a strong rating of
the convenience of all-postal voting. On balance,
public opinion in the four pilot regions was
positive about the experience of all-postal voting
this year, as it was in all-postal pilot areas in 2003
and in 2002. By more than three to one people
in the 2004 pilot regions were positive about the
convenience of all-postal voting; 69% rated the
arrangements as being very or fairly convenient
compared to 19% who said they were very or
fairly inconvenient; and four in ten (42%) rated
the arrangements as very convenient.
48 The figures relate to three non-pilot regions in England – London,
South West and the West Midlands – for which data was returned in
time to be used for this report.
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5.3 Moreover, the public is confident enough in
the all-postal arrangements to back their future
use. A majority (55%) of those living in the pilot
regions supported holding future elections
exclusively by post with no polling stations
with a third (34%) strongly in favour.
Figure 4: Satisfaction with all-postal voting
Q. As you may remember, in your area
everyone voted by post rather than in their
local polling stations. Regardless of whether
or not you voted, how satisfied or dissatisfied
were you with this arrangement…
Don’t know 1%
Very
dissatisfied

Very
satisfied
18%
30%

Fairly dissatisfied
12%

Neither
satisfied nor
dissatisfied

11%

29%
Fairly
satisfied

Source: ICM
Base: 2,661 adults aged 18+ in 4 pilot regions
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Figure 5: Satisfaction with all-postal voting
Q. As you may remember, in your area everyone voted by post in the elections on June 10
rather than in their polling station. Regardless of whether or not you voted how satisfied or
dissatisfied were you with this arrangement?
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5.4 However, this is not to say that the public
do not have strong reservations and concerns
about all-postal voting – they do. Moreover, ICM
found all-postal voting ‘falling short’ of traditional
arrangements for voting in several key respects
even where it is highly regarded. A notable
feature of public opinion this year compared to
previous measures is the strength of criticism
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of all-postal voting and opposition to its future
use (albeit that the people taking this stance are
in a minority).
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Fraud and security
5.5 Public criticisms of, and concerns about,
all-postal voting are particularly pronounced
when it comes to safety from fraud and abuse.
5.6 ICM found that six in ten adults in the pilot
regions, (59%), rated postal voting as being
very or fairly good at ‘allowing people to vote in
secret, but a significant minority (24%) said that
the arrangements were very or fairly bad in this
regard. Actual voters were more positive than
average, but 27% of non-voters rated secrecy
as very or fairly bad and the 59% positive rating
is significantly lower than the 84% equivalent in
non-pilot areas.
5.7 ICM’s qualitative research provided some
diagnostic insights into the reasons for concerns
about secrecy and found anxieties about
compromised secrecy focusing on bullying
and intimidation whether it be husbands putting
pressure on their wives to vote a certain way,
those in shared living conditions being
pressured by housemates, or workplace
pressure (this was a major news issue in
the North West region). Additionally,
the use of barcodes was off-putting to some:
The barcodes are a little bit like Big Brother
is watching you. I just wonder if secrecy is
being compromised.
ICM focus group participant
The thing that concerned me about the
barcodes is the anonymity. Theoretically it
is possible to tie up the identity of the voter
with how they voted.
ICM focus group participant

The use of barcodes for identification I find
degrading. It makes me feel no different to
a can of beans on a supermarket shelf!
Letter to The Electoral Commission
5.8 ICM caution that such findings should be
seen in the context of a fairly limited knowledge
of how the arrangements actually work in terms
of protecting the secrecy of the vote and how
these compare with often unknown mechanisms
for polling station voting. Also, despite some
concerns about the potential for secrecy being
compromised by household members or others,
ICM report that this was ‘not a major issue’ and
that ‘most people realised that they could
complete the ballot form away from any prying
eyes if they so wished, with some not caring if
family members did see how they voted’.
5.9 Overall, while half (51%) of those in pilot
regions say all-postal voting was in their view
very or fairly safe from electoral fraud and abuse,
a third (34%) say it was not, and this includes
16% who rated it as very unsafe (see Figure 6).
Again, all-postal voting suffers by comparison
with traditional polling stations and postal voting
on demand arrangements with 71% of those in
non-pilot areas rating these as very or fairly safe.
5.10 ICM report that ‘although both [traditional
and all-postal] methods suffer from perceived
weaknesses in terms of the integrity of voting,
public perceptions of the two methods is
evidently different’ with ‘perceptions of fraud
and abuse…more associated with all-postal
voting…’. Public opinion research by MORI for
us last year found that people were positive
about the all-postal arrangements and
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particularly the convenience it affords but, at the
same time, there was a reflective and relative
concern about security and the potential for
electoral fraud. This year, it would appear that
the public’s concerns are less the product of
time to think, and more instinctive.
5.11 ICM found that those living in the four pilot
regions were much more likely to consider fraud
to be a problem at the June elections than those
in non-pilot areas – 31% against 23% (see
Figure 7). However, perceptions aside, ICM
found only 2% in pilot regions recalling personal
or second-hand experience of electoral fraud
(although higher than the 1% in non-pilot areas)
and many of the examples given were neither
fraudulent nor substantive.

Figure 6: Public perceptions of the integrity
of voting
Q. And when it comes to being safe from
fraud or abuse, would you say that voting in
this way was…
Don’t know 4%

Very unsafe

Very safe
16%
Fairly
safe

16%
Fairly
unsafe
18%

35%
12%

Neither safe
nor unsafe
Source: ICM
Base: 2,661 adults aged 18+ in 4 pilot regions
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Figure 7: Public perceptions of the integrity
of voting
Q. From what you know or have heard, how
much of a problem, if at all, do you think
electoral fraud or abuse was at the elections
on 10 June?
100
90
80

25
26

70
60
50

34

40

35

30
20

24
17

10
0

7

6

Pilot

Non-pilot

No problem
Not a very big problem
Fairly big problem
Very big problem
Source: ICM
Base: 2,661 adults 18+ in the 4 pilot regions

5.12 Public confidence in the integrity of voting
arrangements is an important objective – whether
based on perceptions borne out by reality or not.
This is all the more important given that ICM
suggest that concerns about the potential for
fraud and abuse did dissuade some people from
voting. Thirteen per cent of people in pilot areas
said that the arrangements discouraged them
from voting, likely to be in part related to concerns
about fraud and these are no doubt a key factor
in leading a third (34%) to oppose the future use
of all-postal voting in place of polling stations with
a quarter (24%) saying they are strongly against.
Media influence on public attitudes
5.13 In 2003, MORI concluded that the public’s
perceptions of all-postal arrangements were
liable to be shaped by incidents and major news
stories leading to fears about fraud becoming
more entrenched. This year, ICM conclude that
there is some evidence to suggest that this did
in fact happen in the pilot regions. They suggest
that ‘some negative news coverage in the
lead up to these elections both reflected and
reinforced prospective voters’ fears about the
abuse of the all-postal system’, as illustrated by
these comment from focus group participants:
There was stuff going on in Oldham with that
employer saying he would sack everyone
unless they voted Labour. There were also
people knocking on doors offering to fill
[ballot papers] in.
ICM focus group participant
Was it in Burnley where the votes were
rigged? About 60 people were arrested for
ballot rigging.
ICM focus group participant
(election diary entry)
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I saw news on TV about the exposure of dirty
tricks of the postal ballots (not impressed).
ICM focus group participant
(election diary entry)
5.14 In 2004, the level of media interest around
the pilots was high. The Parliamentary
discussions on the location and form of the pilots
saw the process of voting become more of a
political issue than it has been for many years.
This prompted many journalists to follow the
process with interest. The reliance of electors
on media to gain political news – 88% of British
adults use TV to obtain information and news
about politics and current issues49 – means that
the impact of media coverage of elections cannot
be underestimated. While the Commission did
not undertake a formal media analysis in the pilot
regions some clear trends were obvious.
5.15 Throughout the election process the following
trends could be seen in media coverage:
Postal voting is open to abuse
Little George Shaw is unable to read or
write and more interested in watching The
Fimbles than Prime Minister’s Questions.
But the 11-month-old baby has received
ballot papers enabling him to vote in next
month’s European and local elections –
and so has his brother Harry, three.
Baby gets a vote (Daily Express 29 May)

Four police forces are investigating
hundreds of alleged cases of postal vote
fraud that could cast doubt on the integrity
of today’s local and European elections.
Elections cast into doubt by post vote
turmoil (Daily Telegraph 10 June)
Postal voting is too complex to deliver
Chaos over postal ballots could delay the
result of the crucial elections for the
European Parliament and town halls across
England on 10 June.
Fear of postal voting election fiasco
(Independent 19 May)
Angry voters have told The Sun they have
been cheated out of postal ballots for
today’s elections.
Robbed of our votes (The Sun 10 June)
Around a million postal ballot papers for
the local and Euro elections will miss their
Royal Mail deadline of midnight tonight, the
Government conceded tonight... Councils
were working round the clock to ensure all
14 million voters in postal-only regions
would get their vote in time for polling day
next week. But a series of technical hitches
threatened to plunge the 10 June poll into
chaos, with some candidates warning of
possible legal action.
One million ballot papers ‘will miss
deadline’ (Evening Standard 1 June)

49 MORI for The Electoral Commission – 1,801 UK adults aged 18+,
9-15 May 2001.
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Postal voting is too hard to do
Almost 15 million electors in Northern
England and the East Midlands will this week
be faced with one of the most complex
voting forms in the history of British polling.
Confused? You would be if you had to
deal with this (Guardian 2 June)
5.16 In 2004 the mechanics of voting, rather
than the issues at stake in the election, became
the story. Delays in printing and distributing
ballot papers prompted predictions of
electoral chaos and litigation. The public and
Parliamentary battle over the inclusion of pilot
regions was revisited regularly, accompanied
in some cases by suggestions that all-postal
voting was tantamount to vote rigging.
5.17 As noted above, the influence of the media
on voters’ confidence in the voting system was
negative. Several media outlets were quick to
write off all-postal voting as unsafe and open
to abuse, with no analysis of whether allegations
had any merit or were higher in number than at
previous elections. Electoral fraud is a complex
area, and allegations can be based on
calculations of political gain rather than
evidence of serious wrongdoing.
Public complaints
5.18 During the election period, the Commission
received over 500 unsolicited telephone calls in
relation to all-postal voting. Callers in the main
wished to complain about the lack of choice
involved in all-postal voting, as well as air
supplementary concerns on the performance
of Royal Mail, secrecy of the ballot and fraud.

The Commission also received written comments
on the pilot schemes from 730 individuals through
a variety of channels including a feedback form
on the pilots section on the Commission’s
website. Sixteen per cent of responses came from
this channel with 15% via email and 69% by post.
5.19 We have also been forwarded many
complaints made to local authorities, Members of
Parliament, and government departments. All this
feedback has informed the recommendations of
this report. There is a striking similarity in both
the tone of responses across the board and the
specific issues of concern. Those individuals
who contacted us were on the whole unhappy
that all-postal voting had been chosen as their
method of voting this year, many advocated a
return to the traditional mix of polling stations and
postal voting on demand. The issue was very
much one of choice. While we estimate that the
vast majority of the calls we received during the
election period related to all-postal voting, those
who identified themselves as voting in non-pilot
regions also raised with us issues around ballot
secrecy in postal voting, the use of the declaration
of identity and the capacity of Royal Mail.

Stakeholders’ views
Returning Officers and their staff
5.20 The successful delivery of the elections in
June is in large part due to the dedication and
hard work of Returning Officers and their staff.
We pay tribute to the electoral administrators
in these regions for the significant efforts they
made to ensure the delivery of the elections.
However, this was achieved in the face of
considerable challenges – many already
outlined in chapter 4.
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5.21 The strain that was placed on the
professional elections staff was considerable,
and it extended through the local authorities they
work in. Some reported this election was like ‘ten
or twelve polling days’. This has a very serious
side to it – local authorities are not resourced,
nor should they be required, to support the
introduction of new electoral processes in such
a short period of time. These pressures were
felt not only in pilot authorities, but beyond –
especially in Wales and London where there
were large scale combined elections.

5.24 We received representations from 23
registered political parties who raised – as
one would expect – broadly similar issues to
candidates. We were particularly pleased that
we received responses from a broad array of
national and local parties.

5.22 Electoral administration has changed
dramatically in the last seven years, and more
changes are on the horizon. Returning Officers
and their staff agree that the approach to
implementing the 2004 pilots is not a model
to follow. The experience of all-postal voting in
2004 is that the attempts to graft new methods
of voting onto existing structures and processes
has not worked. This is equally true of the way
in which decisions on combination of elections
were taken relatively late in the day (which all the
consequences for the legal framework) and the
increased use of postal voting on demand to a
level that is not deliverable under current
legislation, capacity and structures.

Key issues

Political parties
5.23 The Commission directly contacted over
7,500 candidates who stood for election in the
pilot regions in the local and European
Parliamentary elections in 2004. We received
698 responses from candidates through a
variety of channels – 57% corresponded by
e-mail, 41% by traditional letter and 1% by fax.

5.25 It was also notable that the views
expressed by candidates and parties largely
echoed those put forward by individual electors
in raising concerns with the Commission and in
our opinion polling.

5.26 Looking back at the June 2004 elections,
there are a number of messages that emerge
clearly from the welter of opinion about postal
voting expressed by the public, media, political
parties, candidates and Returning Officers.
Below, we identify these key issues.
Postal voting in principle
5.27 One clear message was that many people
regard their trip to the polling station on a
clearly defined polling day as an important
occasion and one that underlines the
importance of the right to vote. It was therefore
a frequent comment from electors in all-postal
regions that they believed that their ‘democratic
right’ to attend a polling station had been
denied. Comments were made by some that
voting should not be made easier for the ‘lazy’
contingent of the electorate who would not go
out to vote usually, whilst making the process
of voting more difficult for already active and
committed voters.
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No choice of voting method
5.28 Linked to the point above, many electors
who submitted views to the Commission felt
that it was unfair to compel the use of postal
voting and remove the element of choice now
available in a traditional election. Many people
in pilot regions were clearly unaware of the
provision of Assistance and Delivery Points
whilst others decided not to vote as a protest at
the inconvenience caused to them by the use of
a theoretically more ‘convenient’ voting method.
Royal Mail
5.29 Many of those submitting view to the
Commission (although not Returning Officers
themselves) were concerned at the reliance
on the Royal Mail to deliver ballot papers to all
of the electorate in the four pilot regions; this
appeared to be prompted both by personal
experience and a high level of adverse publicity
on the performance of the Royal Mail generally
(rather than in relation to postal voting) in the
lead-up to the election period. In the event,
many Returning Officers were highly
complementary of the performance of the Royal
Mail, and believe that Royal Mail performed
reliably and responsively in the delivery and
return of postal votes.
Secrecy of ballot
5.30 Many electors who state their preference for
polling stations also refer to what they perceive
to be the more ‘complete’ level of secrecy their
vote enjoys in the polling station. As previously
indicated, the availability of Assistance and
Delivery Points was not well-known by members
of the public submitting views to us, but nor was

it evident that this would have assuaged the
anxieties expressed about lack of secrecy –
many were concerned not for themselves but for
others. The views submitted to the Commission
also suggested that many electors are not aware
that the ballot paper number – or a barcode
representing this number – is a feature of polling
station ballot papers as well as postal ballot
papers. This was seen as a feature of postal
voting rather than a long-standing device
designed to enhance security. Some electors
were also concerned that the model of allpostal voting provided would allow political
parties to see who they voted for, although this
was certainly not the case.
Fraud
5.31 The potential for fraud was generally seen
by both the public and politicians to be much
greater in pilot regions than in non-pilot regions.
Ballot papers that were delivered to wrong
addresses, students receiving ballot papers at
university residences and at home, and houses
with communal delivery areas were all
examples cited. The potential for voter coercion
or intimidation by a strong member of the family
or a community, by the staff in an old people’s
home or even by candidates themselves were
also issues that were raised by the public and
some candidates and parties. Returning
Officers were obviously more aware of the
measures in place to minimise fraud, but
believe that, in the main, the potential for fraud
was no greater than in a polling station election
with postal voting on demand.
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Declaration of Identity
5.32 Once the election campaign was underway
public, political, media and professional reaction
to the Declaration of Identity in pilot areas was
overwhelmingly negative. Many of the general
public who contacted us found it insulting to
need to have their identity witnessed, and many
single or housebound people simply found it
too burdensome to complete. There was
confusion about who could witness the voter’s
signature (was a husband, wife or family
member permitted?) and whether or not the
voter’s vote also had to be witnessed. There
was also very little faith that the Declaration
would be checked and that it would therefore
not reduce the possibility of fraud. In practice,
such concerns were well-founded, as the
Commission had pointed out in advance of
the elections, there is no list against which
a witness signature could be checked.
Receipt of ballot pack
5.33 Many comments were received from
individuals and candidates in pilot areas who
had not received their ballot papers at the time
they expected. Some believed they received
their ballot papers unacceptably late and a
small number report receiving them after the
election or not at all. Returning Officers cannot
be entirely clear that all ballot packs were
printed and delivered successfully and this
adds a key element of frustration to the
administration of an all-postal ballot.
5.34 For some electors who did not receive their
ballot packs and contacted their Returning Officer,
issues arose with the administrative process
needed to obtain a replacement ballot pack.

In contacting their local Returning Officer,
people were usually advised to wait for their
ballot papers and that if they were not received
by a particular date a duplicate set would be
produced that should be picked up in person.
In some cases, the information required to
prove the identity of the person was not
explained leading to numerous journeys to the
town hall. Returning Officers believe that while
some checks are required the process for
replacements could be easier and more clearly
explained to electors.
Information issues
5.35 The Commission received many
comments about the complexity of the postal
ballot papers and the detrimental effect on the
experience of voting. The complex nature of the
instructions that accompanied the ballot
papers, and the process of detaching papers
and inserting them into envelopes with
barcodes visible, was said by many to have led
to ballot papers being disposed of rather than
used. Comments from electors that the font
size was too small, the language
inappropriately complex and the instructions
overly complicated have all been made
repeatedly. Future efforts clearly need to focus
on simplifying information that perplexed at
least a PhD student and even a lawyer.
5.36 Information issues relating to the voting
systems were also a large problem, especially
in areas where ‘all out’ local elections were
taking place on the same day as the European
Parliamentary elections. The fact that there were
different voting methods for each election
meant that different numbers of marks were
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required on different ballot papers – up to three
candidate votes in local elections, and one
party list vote for the European Parliament.
Inability to reconsider vote throughout
the campaign
5.37 The fact that postal ballots were often filled
in and returned as soon as possible to ensure
their timely return meant that people were not
given the opportunity to change their vote in
reaction to current events and the campaign
unfolding across the country, which might
otherwise have had some influence on their
eventual choice. The example of the 2004
Spanish general election was cited – the socalled ‘Madrid effect’ – and the comment that
‘a week is a long time in politics’ often quoted.
However, in ICM’s survey for the Commission
only 3% in the four pilot areas said they changed
their mind about who they wanted to vote for
after they posted their ballot paper, compared
with 2% among non-pilot region voters.

Accessibility issues
5.38 All-postal pilots made voting more
complicated for some groups of people. If a
disabled person or elderly person lived alone in a
pilot region, and had a problem with reading or
filling out the ballot papers, they were effectively
disenfranchised unless a third person was
introduced into the process. In many cases there
was insufficient publicity about the fact that the
Local Returning Officer was under an obligation to
assist the voter at home in these circumstances
and in some areas such assistance was
restricted by resource constraints. Some voters
from other EU states, those with English as a
second language or with low levels of literacy
also faced difficulties in reading the instructions.
It was suggested by a number of those who
commented to the Commission that had these
people had the opportunity to attend the polling
station, these problems simply would not arise.
Again, the availability of Assistance and Delivery
Points in pilot areas – a potential solution – did
not appear to be widely known, but some who

Table 8: Return of postal ballot papers each day as a percentage (%) of the total returned by post
Region
East
Midlands
North East
North West
Yorkshire &
the Humber
Total

Sunday
5 Jun 6 Jun 7 Jun

1 Jun

2 Jun

3 Jun

4 Jun

8 Jun

9 Jun 10 Jun

4
2
12

7
11
15

11
11
14

14
10
11

9
5
7

1
0
0

12
10
10

15
13
15

14
10
13

12
8
12

19
11

14
12

10
11

10
11

5
7

0
0

10
10

9
13

11
12

12
11

Source: Based on 67 local authorities that provided data to KPMG for the regional evaluation reports.
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were aware of them also complained that a
round trip of up to 70 miles would be involved.
Extra cost
5.39 Questions were raised by both the public
and some candidates about the additional cost
to the taxpayer (there was little clarity about
whether this would fall on local or central
government) of the pilot schemes. The cost was
spoken of in terms of finance, but also in terms
of the environment and the perceived ‘waste of
paper’ that would occur.
Errors: names, addresses, duplicate ballots
5.40 Some feedback was received from electors
that errors had been made in relation to
production of ballot papers; errors reported
included electors claiming to have changed their
registration but packs being sent to their old
address, receipt of multiple ballot packs, etc.
However, the Commission has no indication that
this was a widespread or serious problem and
Returning Officers reported no greater level of
process error than they would normally expect
in a more traditional form of election.
Effective operation
5.41 Despite the range of concerns and
criticisms voiced by public and political
representatives, as outlined above, a large
proportion of the candidates who responded to
the Commission commented that the run up to
the elections was well-organised and actually ran
as smoothly as possible in the circumstances.

Choice: the central issue
5.42 Perhaps the most compelling evidence
from the analysis of the 2004 elections is the

strength of public support for choice. This is
particularly striking given that choice has not
traditionally been a key element of the British
election experience – postal voting on demand
has existed for less than four years and proxy
voting remains available only to the few.
5.43 However, there now appears to be a
consistent chorus in support of voters’
entitlement to choose. Mirroring the
Commission’s findings in 2003, the ICM 2004
survey again found that ‘People demand choice
and effectively swapping postal voting on
demand with all-postal voting is not considered
to be a satisfactory development…’. While it is
the case that people in the pilot regions were
on balance positive about the all-postal
arrangements and a majority would be prepared
to see them replace polling stations, when
asked to choose between different scenarios,
preference is given to multiple channels:
I think that there should be a variety of
methods. We should have a system where
you either turn up in person, vote by post or
vote on the Internet. The more choices you
give people the better.
ICM focus group participant
Everyone’s lives are so different that you
need to have different forms of voting, like
the Internet. The future of polling has to
move with the times.
ICM focus group participant
I think that you should have more choice.
The more choices you have, the more
people are likely to vote.
ICM focus group participant
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Table 9: Public preferences for voting arrangements
Q. In your view, which of these, if any, is the best way of holding elections? Given by per cent
GB
Pilot regions
Non-pilot regions
To send everyone a ballot paper in the post
and to have polling stations as well
36
36
35
To send everyone a ballot paper in the post and
not have any local polling stations, but also to
have other ways of voting such as voting by
telephone and voting by computer via the Internet
31
33
31
To send a ballot paper in the post to those who
ask for one and for everyone else to vote in their
local polling stations
23
18
25
To send everyone a ballot paper in the post and
not have any local polling stations
5
8
3
Source: ICM/The Electoral Commission, based on 1,006 GB adults aged 18+, 9-11 July 2004
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6 The road ahead
The Commission remains
committed to the goal of multichannel elections, provided that
suitable levels of security and
confidence can be maintained. It is
this future situation, where electors
have a choice of voting method,
voting day and voting time, that will
help build the basis of a truly 21st
century democracy.

Postal voting on demand
6.1 The Commission believes that postal voting
should remain part of the UK electoral system.
Postal voting on demand enjoys very high
levels of public support and increasing levels of
use. However, the Commission believes that
work can and must be done to improve the
process of postal voting on demand, improve
security and the capacity of electoral
administrators to manage the throughput of
postal votes. It is clear that the process has not
kept pace with the large number of electors
who now regard postal voting as their voting
channel of choice.
6.2 In particular, there is a need to enhance the
levels of security through the creation of a
system of individual registration that would
enable voters’ identity to be checked and to
update the legal framework for postal voting on
demand to reflect the operation of postal voting
rather than assume a norm of polling station
voting (for example, through the creation of new
offences). The Commission has already made a
range of recommendations for reform of the
legal framework for absent voting in earlier
reports, and further recommendations are
made in the remaining chapters of this report.

All-postal voting
6.3 The way forward in relation to forms of
all-postal voting is less self-evident. The
Commission’s initial response to the
Government on pilots gave qualified support for
the introduction of pilot schemes in June 2004:
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This is not to suggest that there should
be any sense of inevitability about the
continuing expansion and extension of
pilot schemes. As the Commission has
made clear, the development of innovations
in voting must be contingent on their
ability to demonstrate high levels of
public confidence.50
6.4 As a result of the problems experienced in
June 2004, outlined earlier in this report, there is
now little consensus among politicians or the
wider electoral community as to what the future
of all-postal voting might look like. This lack of
clarity has been exacerbated by the fact that a
different model of all-postal voting was used in
June 2004 from that in many previous pilots.
The model being implemented in the Regional
Assembly and Local Government Referendums
Order 2004 which determines the form of the
all-postal ballot for the North East referendum
in November 2004 incorporates further changes.
It is also difficult to assess the value of the June
all-postal voting scheme as a model for the
future when it included some aspects – such
as a witnessed Declaration of Identity – that
are against stated Government policy.
Principles and practice
6.5 Despite the serious issues to be addressed in
relation to postal voting, as summarised below,
the Commission does not lose sight of the fact
that public opinion research undertaken in the
four pilot regions shows that a majority of the
electorate were satisfied with all-postal voting.
50 The Electoral Commission’s response to the Government consultation
paper on pilots in 2004 available at http://www.electoralcommission.
org.uk/templates/search/document.cfm/8864
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6.6 The potential for all-postal voting to boost
levels of participation in the electoral process
continues to be justified by the data on turnout,
but the impact appears to have lessened over
time and is now balanced by a very real concern
about the sinking levels of public confidence in
the process. Public confidence has been
weakened by a range of genuine concerns
exacerbated by a concentration in the media on
negative stories. On the other hand, these
issues of loss of confidence are not matched by
any evidence to suggest any actual increase in
the levels of fraud perpetrated in postal ballots.
6.7 It was also evident from the June pilot
regions that significant numbers of voters would
prefer to retain the traditional polling station
(or something close to it) alongside more
innovative forms of voting. Partly this related to
lack of confidence in other methods but it also
reflected some strong positive attachment to
voting in the polling station.
6.8 The challenge is therefore whether it is
possible to secure sufficient public support for
any form of all-postal voting given the loss of
confidence evident in the most recent pilot
schemes and the preference for traditional
methods expressed by some, or whether the
future must embrace a greater degree of choice
in voting method.
6.9 In 2003, the Commission recommended that,
on the evidence then available, a statutory
presumption should be created that all-postal
voting would be used for local elections.
However, we also made clear that Returning
Officers should be able to rebut this presumption
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in the light of local circumstances and that any
extension of the use of all-postal voting should
take place only after the implementation of many
of the Commission’s wider recommendations
for changes to the legislative framework for
elections – notably, the introduction of a system
of individual rather than household registration.
6.10 On the basis of the more extensive
evidence gathered in our evaluation of the 2004
pilots, the Commission now believes that –
even heavily caveated as it was – our 2003
recommendation does not provide the right
basis for moving forward either in practical
terms or in principle.
6.11 In practical terms, the capacity of key print
suppliers was severely tested by the scale of the
2004 pilots, even though they covered only a
third of the country. Moreover, the levels of
central and regional support (both financially
and in project management terms) necessary
to enable the 2004 pilots to be delivered
successfully cannot realistically be replicated on
a regular basis – especially given the absence
of a formal regional structure for any election
other than those to the European Parliament.
6.12 Reinforcing these practical concerns is the
principle of voter choice. While electors value
convenience and ease of use, they also value
being able to choose a voting method that suits
them, when it suits them. For the majority of
electors in 2004, there was a choice of voting
method – they could use their traditional polling
station on Thursday 10 June or they could
apply for a postal vote (or a proxy vote, if they
met the legal criteria). This is the basic choice

on offer within the traditional model of voting –
an ‘attendance’ vote or a ‘remote’ vote. This is a
choice that the Commission believes should
continue to be offered. Single channel voting
(even if highly secure, convenient and efficient)
is not acceptable to all of today’s electorate.
6.13 However, there are positive aspects of
all-postal voting on which to build:
• Issuing votes by post, so that the elector
does not need to make the effort to attend a
polling station, appears to be a key benefit of
all-postal voting and undoubtedly contributes
to increased participation rates.
• Issuing ballot papers in advance of polling
day also gives electors more time to consider
their choice, with access to the information
necessary to cast an informed vote.
• Assistance and Delivery Points enhance
access to voting both through offering
extended opening hours (rather than a single
day), and the range of assistance and
information on offer.
The objective should be to sustain these
aspects while addressing the concerns of those
electors who have serious reservations about
the process.
The goal: multi-channel elections
6.14 Voting pilot schemes are part of a wider
programme of electoral modernisation that has
as its overall aim to provide a secure multichannel voting environment. The Commission
supports this aim. Until now, we have viewed
all-postal voting as a transitional phase in
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achieving this goal. However, the experience of
June 2004 is that it has not offered sufficient
flexibility to electors nor been as easy to deliver
as earlier pilots had indicated. We have now
come to believe that this form of voting is not,
and will not become, adequate. Our position,
following evaluation of the 2004 pilot schemes,
is that all-postal voting does not offer an
appropriate level of choice.
6.15 The Commission recognises that the
convenience of all-postal voting – and its
undeniable impact on turnout rates – provides
real benefits. But these must be weighed
against other factors. We believe that the loss
of voter choice could, if all-postal voting was to
continue and be extended, have a detrimental
effect on electoral participation. Moreover, we
believe that it is essential to secure a degree of
public and political consensus for significant
changes to the electoral process before moving
forward; that has clearly not been achieved in
relation to all-postal voting.
The Commission recommends that all-postal
voting should not be pursued for use at UK
statutory elections. We further recommend
that there should not be any further piloting,
or rollout, of a form of voting that relies
overwhelming on the dispatch and return
of ballot papers by post.
6.16 The Commission does not, however, wish
to turn back the clock and arrest the pace of
electoral modernisation. We also stress that the
Commission has not identified any clear
evidence of increased risks of fraud associated
with all-postal voting. Accordingly, the
Commission’s recommendations are not linked
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to fears expressed about security breaches or
fraud. We wish to continue to encourage
measures that promote the take-up of postal
voting on demand while providing alternative
ways to vote.
6.17 We support further pilots of genuinely
multi-channel elections. But we believe that a
new model of voting must be developed to
underpin this process of change. This new
model can reflect the positive points of allpostal voting – such as the extra time available
for voters to make their choice, and the clear
increase in participation – while providing the
safety and security that the public perceive in
relation to polling stations.
The Commission recommends the
development of a new foundation model of
voting for statutory elections and referendums.
We will work with government officials, electoral
administrators, political parties and experts in
access and security to design this new
approach to voting, which must be capable
of offering electors both choice and security.
The Commission will report on a recommended
approach for this foundation model by 31
March 2005. The channel must by definition
and design enable additional voting channels
to be included as and when appropriate,
particularly the various electronic channels
that have been trialled in pilots.
6.18 This foundation model would form the
basis of future multi-channel elections. It would
encompass all elements of ‘remote’ and
‘attendance’ voting that are paper-based
(as distinct from electronic methods of voting).
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The Commission intends to convene a working
group to examine a variety of issues surrounding
the proposed new model of voting, including:
• what scope there should be for voters to
choose their mode of voting either in advance
of the election period or during the period itself;
• whether all electors should be sent a ballot
paper in the post;
• the level of provision of Assistance and
Delivery Points that can issue replacement
ballot papers in advance of the day of the
close of poll;
• the scope for polling stations to issue
ordinary ballot papers on the day of the close
of the poll; and
• sufficient and suitable safeguards against
dual or multiple voting.

essential reforms to support innovation and
improvement have been marginalised by the
Government’s wish to press ahead with further
and more extensive pilot schemes. Moreover,
technical developments to improve the recording
of, and access to, electoral registration data are
still at an early stage.
The Commission would not be able to lend its
support to any further piloting of the foundation
model, or any other new voting channel, until a
firm public commitment to the introduction of
individual registration has been made.
The Commission would not be able to support
the rollout of the foundation model, or any new
voting channel, until individual registration is
fully implemented.
Managing change

6.19 We would also support piloting of the new
foundation model of voting we recommend in
this chapter in local elections once it has been
developed sufficiently. However, we remain
convinced that there can be no moves beyond
limited pilots of the foundation model or any
other new voting channel without the
introduction of individual registration.
6.20 We recognise that the Government shares
the goal of multi-channel elections. However, the
Commission is concerned that the Government
has encouraged or actively imposed the piloting
of all-postal voting at too fast a pace. In particular,
we are concerned with the wider electoral law
reform agenda, as exemplified by both the
establishment of The Electoral Commission
and the Commission’s own Voting for change
programme, has fallen behind, with the result that

6.21 It is clear that attempts to impose new
modes of voting onto existing structures and
processes have not proved sustainable.
Considerable time is required for the
development of processes and systems to
support successful, long-term delivery of any
new framework of elections.
6.22 The Commission understands that the
Government will be publishing a strategy
detailing how their overarching goal of ‘an
e-enabled general election sometime after 2006’51
can and will be reached. The Commission
welcomes the commitment to develop such a
strategy and is pleased that Government waited
to receive this report before proceeding.
51 Cabinet Office (2002) In the service of democracy.
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6.23 Such a strategy will need to take into
account the Commission’s concerns in this
report and the time required to develop the
new foundation model of voting. As the current
traditional method of polling station voting is
both easy to administer and accepted by voters,
we believe that this must remain the primary
method of paper based voting at present.

• Dependent on the outcome of evaluation,
further multi-channel pilots at the May 2007
elections for English local government or the
elections to the devolved assemblies.

6.24 The Commission remains willing to work
with central and local government to pilot the
foundation model and other new voting
channels, while recognising that substantial work
is required to develop the foundation model
recommended above. In the meantime, the
Commission is of the view that there should be a
moratorium on pilots of remote voting methods.

6.26 The Government should continue to solicit
applications for administrative pilot schemes
(including new times and places for polling and
more information to voters about candidates)
which may be tested at the May 2005 elections.

The Commission would not be able to lend its
support to pilot schemes of any new voting
channels at the May 2005 English county
council elections, or by-elections held before
September 2005, to allow sufficient time to
develop the new foundation model
recommended in this report.
6.25 It is important that all concerned in taking
forward the development of multi-channel
elections recognise the difficulties created by
late decision-making on the range of voting
channels to be offered at any given election.
The Commission recommends, therefore, that
the Government’s strategy should include the
following milestones:
• The new foundation model to be available for
piloting after September 2005. It could then
be piloted either alone, or as part of a multi-
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channel pilot, at by-elections or at the May
2006 local government elections in England.

• A full multi-channel pilot available for the May
2008 London Mayor, Greater London Assembly
and English local government elections.

6.27 We do not make recommendations here
about the potential application of the proposed
foundation model to Scottish local government
as we recognise that the administration of these
elections is a devolved matter and outside
the Commission’s remit. However, we believe
that our findings and recommendations may
usefully inform the development of policy in
relation to the administration of local
government elections in Scotland.
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7 Delivering confidence
The confidence of both electors and
elected officials in the ability of postal
voting to deliver security and secrecy
must be improved. This chapter
sets out our recommendations
for changes designed to improve
public confidence in this regard.

Legal framework
7.1 In our 2003 report on absent voting, we
stressed the need to strengthen the legal
framework for absent voting in order to close
existing loopholes and provide additional
protection for secrecy. The Government acted
on one of these recommendations – making
personation an arrestable offence outside the
polling place – in the Pilots Act, but this only
applied to the 2004 pilots.
7.2 As we have noted, the level of postal voting
continues to increase. The Commission
believes it is now a matter of urgency that the
legislation underpinning the method that many
people use is reviewed and updated.
7.3 This will not be an easy process as the
existing law is archaic. However, it is a vital
process, not only to allow postal voting to
continue but to provide for additional remote
voting such as electronic voting in the future.
Such a review must consider the reality of the
administration and practice of postal voting,
including processes for application and
changes to elector details.
7.4 Two key areas should be examined as part
of this review. The first is the question of how the
protections for secrecy in a polling station that
are set out in Section 66 of the Representation
of the People Act 1983 can be adapted to offer
the equivalent protection of secrecy for voting
taking place outside polling stations. Our
concern is that the law must protect all electors
from intimidation or undue pressure during what
is now an extended voting period.
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7.5 Such an adaptation should be more than
mechanical and must have sufficient regard to
the actual differences between the situation of
voting in a polling station and at home. Much of
Section 66(3) is clearly constructed to apply to
the structured and controlled process of voting at
a polling station. In the context of remote voting,
terms such as ‘recording his vote’ and ‘interfere’
are not clear and therefore it is uncertain how
and when they could apply to remote voting.
7.6 In addition, there is a need to examine
those situations in which a voter may require
assistance. Secrecy must be afforded to all
assisted voters wherever and from whomever
they ask for assistance, not just in controlled
environments, and this must be adequately
addressed in the legal framework.
7.7 The second key area for careful examination
is the law on undue influence. We remain of the
view that there is a need for a revised offence and
that this need is not obviated by the existence
of Section 66 or of the other provisions of the
1983 Act. In particular, it is widely understood
that Section 115 of the 1983 Act relating to the
offence of undue influence is not only difficult
to prosecute, but has become an unsatisfactory
provision in modern circumstances. This
observation was made in the Court of Appeal
in 1992:

century, and may be thought to require
revision by reference to the less blatant
and less easily detected but no less
effective methods of exerting influence
which are available nowadays.
Nolan LJ in R v Rowe,
ex parte Mainwaring52
7.8 This must be all the more so in the case of
postal voting if the offence is expected to
substitute, at the moment of voting, for the
inherent controls that apply to voting at a
polling station.
7.9 As the Commission has already
recommended, there should be a specific
offence that relates to the completion of a
fraudulent application for a postal vote. This
would ensure that current safeguards against
personation are adequately extended to postal
voting. Such an offence should extend to the
fraudulent application for any process relating
to postal voting, such as the redirection of a
delivery address.
7.10 The Commission believes that a careful
and systematic review of the legal framework
may well highlight additional areas for
consideration. Such a review is essential for
enhancing confidence in the electoral system.

I would express the hope that in due
course the legislature will reconsider the
language of s115. Some such provision is
an essential part of the law’s armoury in a
democratic society, but the present terms
of the section were framed in the last
52 [1992] 4 All ER 821: 830-831.
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The Commission recommends the urgent
introduction of primary legislation to give
effect to:
• an updated offence of undue influence
in relation to postal voting; and
• a new offence relating to the fraudulent
completion of postal vote applications.
These offences should apply at all future
elections, including any pilots of new
voting channels.

7.13 In addition, work that is already
proceeding on the Co-ordinated Online
Register of Electors (CORE) must take into
account the use of registers to provide the key
data file in the production of postal votes. The
Government should engage with the print
industry during the development of this project
to ensure that relevant data standards and
checks are included in the specification.

Beyond these urgent changes, the Government
should undertake a wider review of the existing
legal framework for postal voting.

The Commission urges the Government to
agree to introduce a system of individual
electoral registration, which is the key building
block on which safe and secure remote
elections can be delivered.

Electoral registration

Protecting the secrecy of the ballot

7.11 It is difficult to overstate how vital an accurate
and robust electoral register is to the integrity
of an election. The Commission has previously
made a series of detailed recommendations
on a new system of electoral registration which
will, we believe, make the electoral registration
process more straightforward and user-friendly
for voters and improving levels of registration,
while enhancing existing levels of security. The
lynchpin of this recommendation is a move to
individual voter registration in place of the
current household registration.

7.14 Confidence in the secrecy of the ballot is
key to minimising the risk of intimidation and
undue influence. The Commission was pleased
to see the inclusion of a secrecy warning on
postal vote stationery in the pilot regions this
year, and urges the Government to extend this
to ordinary postal votes. Further voter education
is required to enhance the value that all electors
place on their vote, and on the secrecy of the
vote. The Commission will consider how its own
educational efforts can work to address this issue.

7.12 The integrity of postal voting, and any
form of remote voting, rests on a belief that the
electoral register contains only individuals who
actually exist and are properly qualified to vote.
The form of individual registration is also key.
The Commission stands ready to work with the
Government to design and implement a robust
system of individual registration to support new
forms of voting.

7.15 Any form of voting at home or in an
unsupervised place can increase the possibility
of people being inappropriately influenced to vote
in a specific way. Scope, the leading disability
charity, also points out that remote voting forces
many disabled people to ask for assistance from
family members or enablers; some report that
they prefer to ask polling officials.
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7.16 The risk of a dominant household member
putting other voters under pressure is one of
the most difficult issues relating to remote
voting. The provision of staffed Assistance
and Delivery Points did go some way towards
addressing these concerns together with the
other measures referred to above.
7.17 We are clear that any voting method must
deliver secrecy to the whole electorate for it to
deliver confidence to the whole electorate. As
noted above, Commission research in late 2003
found that 33% of adults rated ‘my vote being
private’ as the most important factor in voting
arrangements, with a further 30% rating ‘my vote
being safe from fraud and abuse’ as their most
important factor.44 The Commission believes that
we should be cautious in proceeding with
remote voting unless these factors can be
delivered for the whole electorate.
7.18 As indicated earlier, some of these
allegations – especially those that receive
media and public attention – centre on minority
ethnic communities. The allegations that arise
in minority ethnic communities have followed a
similar pattern – they occur against a
background of strong social links within
extended families/groups and competitive
styles of political activism. Traditional social
mores and relationships within the family can
also give rise to perceptions that intimidation
and electoral fraud are more likely to occur. The
Commission considers that electoral services,
as open public services, should be responsive
to the needs of voters within a diverse society.
However, it is also important to seek any
44 MORI electoral fraud poll, 2003.
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opportunity to tackle undue influence regardless
of the setting.
7.19 The Commission is committed to
understanding the nature of political and electoral
activity within minority ethnic communities, as
we wish to encourage participation within
all sections of our society. In 2004 it was not
possible to undertake a detailed study of minority
groups and their experience of the June 2004
elections. However, the Commission intends to
approach the Commission for Racial Equality
and local and regional race equality councils
as part of an ongoing focus on this issue.
7.20 On a practical level, the Commission will
continue to advocate more accessible ballot
stationery. As noted above, the language
currently used is inaccessible to many native
English speakers. We are concerned that the
complexity of instructions can expose some
electors to coercion through their need for
translation and assistance.
Ballot instructions should be clear and simple
and Returning Officers must be resourced to
provide official translations of any required form.
7.21 As indicated in chapter 4, the Commission
has also now received a good deal of comment
in relation to its draft Code of conduct for
political parties, candidates and canvassers on
the handling of postal voting applications and
postal ballot papers (2004). The Commission
will take account of this feedback and complete
a review of this code following the all-postal
referendum scheduled for the North East of
England in November 2004. We will make any
final recommendations at that stage.
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Criminal justice system
7.22 A consistent theme in our previous
comments on electors’ confidence in postal
voting has been the need to ensure that the
police and the prosecuting authorities are
properly trained and resourced to take electoral
fraud seriously. In recent years the Commission
has developed an excellent relationship with the
Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) casework
directorate in England reflecting the unique
position electoral law gives the Director of Public
Prosecutions. The CPS have co-operated in the
recording of allegations and have gone far in
making expert advice on prosecuting electoral
fraud available to local police forces.
7.23 In 2004, following designation as a pilot
region, the North West Regional Returning
Officer was also able to agree a protocol for the
handling and reporting of electoral allegations
with Greater Manchester Police, who acted as
co-ordinator for the region’s five police forces.
This protocol worked extremely well and
provided an excellent example for other regions
to build upon. Greater Manchester Police were
vocal in their support of a secure postal ballot
and quick to act when allegations arose. The
Commission strongly believes that this provides
a model for the future and will shortly initiate
talks with the Association of Chief Police
Officers on how this experience can be
extended across the country.

resourcing and training arrangements. Electoral
fraud is, perhaps understandably, not the
highest priority for police forces. However,
the example of Greater Manchester Police
illustrates how a pro-active stance can be
effective. The Commission believes that the
Government should consider the priority placed
on investigation of electoral fraud, which is a
crime against democracy, in the context of its
national policing plans.

Post-election security audits
7.25 Those Returning Officers who have
conducted post-election security audits following
guidance issued by the Commission have
reported that they were useful and did not
require undue resources or cause undue
concern amongst electors. We are continuing to
receive feedback on progress and good practice
– Manchester, for example, assigned the audit to
the authority’s internal audit function to complete.
The Commission believes that such audits are
useful, both in practice and in reassuring
electors. They should not be left to the discretion
of the Returning Officer, but should be mandated
in law, explained in the ballot stationery and the
resources to fulfil these obligations provided.

7.24 While police forces in the pilot regions
were co-operative, there remains little practical
knowledge or experience in handling electoral
fraud ‘on the ground’, this is exacerbated by
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The Commission recommends that the law
should explicitly require Returning Officers
to conduct post-election audits of election
stationery such as Declarations of Identity,
security statements and postal vote
applications. The resources necessary to
implement such audits should also be
provided by Government.
The Commission will issue final guidance on
conducting such audits and proper handling
of any documents that cause concern, and
templates for use by Returning Officers.
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8 Delivering
convenience
Our survey of public opinion found a Clear and simple processes
8.1 For many electors, postal voting is already
‘clear and widely held perspective’
that the all-postal arrangements were regarded as highly convenient.
convenient. This appears to be a key
It is definitely more convenient. You don’t
even have to pay for a stamp. I think that
driver of majority satisfaction with the
it is better for people who are working, like
method. It is clearly important to find
my mum who has to get home to do the
ways of building on this convenience
house. She never voted this time, but it
did give her the opportunity.
factor in promoting the availability
of postal voting on demand and
ICM focus group participant
developing the proposed foundation
I am in favour of postal voting because
model. This chapter sets out our
you will get more people voting because
recommendations for increasing
many cannot be bothered to walk into
their polling station.
the convenience of postal voting.
ICM focus group participant
8.2 However, this does not hold true for everyone.
The Commission believes that electors’ own
confidence in postal voting will be enhanced
by a better ‘end user experience’.
I found the form confusing and not fully
descriptive of how the vote should be cast
– or perhaps, how the form itself should be
divided once completed.
Letter to The Electoral Commission
8.3 At the same time as finding broad satisfaction
with the convenience of postal voting, ICM did
find some public criticism and concerns about
the practicalities of postal voting. While such
confusion is likely to be related, in part, to the
incidence of multiple elections and multiple
ballot papers in pilot regions (and the
unfamiliarity of the voting systems used),
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: delivering convenience
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ICM also suggest that the design and
complexity of the ballot pack was a factor in
explaining why 20% of people (15% of voters)
reported difficulty in completing ballot papers:
I could not get the barcode in the window,
you kept having to adjust how you folded it.
ICM focus group participant
Why are they making it like some sort of
jigsaw? What is wrong with having one
form, this was put your x there, fold this,
put this there…
ICM focus group participant
Finally sat down to vote. V. confusing.
We have lost one B envelope so already
lost one vote.
ICM focus group participant
(election diary entry)
Looking at postal ballot papers – confusing
i.e. A+B envelopes, and size of forms.
Instructions in very small print.
ICM focus group participant
(election diary entry)
8.4 To deliver a convenient postal voting
process, care needs to be taken to ensure
it is convenient for all electors. This will be
achieved through following good design
principles for all official election material.54
8.5 The design of the voting system must start
and end with the elector. The Commission
asked Scope, the leading disability charity,
54 Scope, Polls Apart: An evaluation of the accessibility of the 2004
European Parliamentary and local elections all-postal pilots (2004).
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to identify how access to postal voting can be
improved. Although Scope examined only the
all-postal pilots, the lessons they learned are
applicable across elections and many can be
implemented without legislative change. A
large proportion of Scope’s recommendations
relate to how information is presented to the
electorate. These recommendations are set out
in full in a separate report, available from the
Commission’s website. The Commission will
issue good practice guidance on how to make
postal voting accessible by the end of 2004.
8.6 The importance of good design is
highlighted by the use of the pre-election
information card in 2004 – an excellent idea,
which was unfortunately poorly executed
because of the requirements imposed in
law. The card effectively replaced a poll
card in the all-postal regions and:
• alerted electors to the upcoming postal ballot;
• informed them of assistance options; and
• told them how to have their ballot redirected
if necessary.
8.7 The usefulness of this as a tool to increase
the accessibility of the election was limited by
its design. Returning Officers were required
to include a long list of contents and were told
the Government would fund a double-sided
A5 card for this purpose. In practice, it was
impossible to fit all the information onto this size
card and meet the requirements of accessible
design. While many Returning Officers did
invest extra funds from local budgets and
produce larger materials, important election
documents must clearly be funded by the
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‘official’ source to a reasonable level. Key
methods of communicating new processes
to the electorate must be designed for the
maximum impact, including the use of a
suitable print size, space for information
in other languages and the use where
appropriate of pictograms.
The Commission recommends that any voting
methods involving voting ‘remotely’ should
require the Returning Officer to send a preelection information card. This card must be
fully accessible and sent to each elector. The
timing of the card should be at the discretion
of the Returning Officer, however it should be
issued before the notice of election.

Communicating the process
8.8 In June 2004, more than in any recent
years, the process of voting was the subject
of massive media coverage. The controversy
over which regions would pilot, allegations
of fraud and malpractice and the delays in
the production of ballot materials all gained
a high profile.
8.9 With any process of change and innovation,
effective communication is essential. Overall,
56% of adults across the four pilot scheme
regions said they were aware of publicity or
information about the arrangements for voting,
an increase on the 51% in all-postal pilots last
year. But more than four in ten, 44%, said
they had not seen, read or heard anything.
Awareness levels varied among the four pilot
regions – 62% of adults in the North East
recalled publicity or information compared with
a relatively low 52% in the East Midlands, and

older age groups, voters and those interested
in politics were most likely to have seen, read
or heard something.
8.10 Such measures of awareness are
not confined to any particular channel of
communication and do not necessarily
reflect the promotional work of the local
authorities in each region, but qualitative
research undertaken for the Commission
by ICM found a consensus that not only
does the ballot pack need to be simplified
but that communication of the process and
how it works also ought to be improved.
The Commission will consider both ballot
pack design and communication strategies in
developing the proposed foundation model.
8.11 Where public awareness did exist, it did
not appear to assist electors in how to complete
the ballot materials correctly. ICM’s focus groups
found that many people did not fully read the
information provided and as reported elsewhere,
people had particular problems with the
Declaration of Identity (in particular the witness
requirement) and returning the ballot paper in
the envelopes provided.
The role of the Commission
8.12 The Commission has a statutory duty
to promote public awareness of democratic
systems and institutions, and has accordingly
run major public awareness campaigns linked
to key electoral events over the last three years.
8.13 In 2004, the Commission’s ‘I don’t do
politics’ public awareness campaign was
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primarily a motivational one, building on the
research insight that informing voters of the
mechanics of voting is ineffective if they don’t
care about the issues at stake. The campaign
was branded ‘Elections June 10th’, as the
campaign ran across Great Britain and this
was the only universal message that applied
to both all-postal and traditional voting areas
(as opposed to ‘Vote June 10th’, which would
not have applied to postal voters). A separate
campaign ran in Northern Ireland which also
explained the voting system.
8.14 As regards postal voting, the information in
the main advertising campaign on TV and in the
press went as far as explaining the application
process and timings, as well as how to get a
ballot paper sent to a different address. It also
gave sources of help and further information
(Commission-designed leaflets, a call centre
and website). What the campaign did not
attempt to do was to explain how to fill in
a postal ballot paper itself. This was partly
because instructions are included in the ballot
packs, and it was not anticipated that voters
would find this as confusing as they in fact did.
It was also partly because such a thing is hard
to explain in words without a ballot paper for
reference and all ballot papers are designed
and produced locally with no clear consistency.
Instead, the call centre was briefed to explain to
voters how to complete the ballot paper when
they had this in front of them.
8.15 However, since the levels of confusion
were so high in 2004, the Commission will
consider a deeper level of explanation of postal
voting in future elections in which it is expected
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: delivering convenience

to be widely used. Such a complicated
message could not be delivered through
advertising – instead PR, leaflets and/or
advertorials might prove effective. This
would be one strand within an overall
motivational campaign.
The role of Returning Officers
8.16 There still exists considerable confusion
on the role and powers of the Returning Officer
in promoting participation in elections. The
Commission has previously recommended
to Government that this be resolved, through
legislation if necessary. However, even in
advance of this, the Commission believes that
Returning Officers have a clear role – indeed
a duty – to explain the mechanics of how the
election was to work.
8.17 At a UK-wide election – such as a
Westminster or European Parliamentary election
– Returning Officers cannot reclaim the cost
of producing explanatory materials not required
in law. Accordingly, many Returning Officers
running only European Parliamentary elections
arranged no additional publicity, as this would
have to be funded from local budgets. The
situation in combined areas was different, as
local authorities are permitted to allocate funds
to publicise the arrangements for their elections.
8.18 In the pilot regions, the Government had
originally stated in its consultation paper that
the costs of publicity would be considered
a cost of piloting, which the Commission
welcomed. However, the Government did not
follow through on this suggestion until late in the
election process. At this stage it was too late
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for those not already planning publicity
to organise any and the Commission is
disappointed that the Government did not
support such campaigns from the beginning.

The Commission recommend that postal
voting, whether on demand or as part of the
proposed foundation model, should provide for:

8.19 We have seen many effective local
campaigns and this will continue to be an
important avenue for building awareness
of the voting method over many years.
However, it will be equally important to ensure
consistency between the messages put out
by the Commission nationally and Returning
Officers locally. The impact of advertising and
related communication is inevitably enhanced
by repetition and diminished through multiplicity
of images and messages. The Commission will
be aiming to co-ordinate publicity in this way for
the regional referendum scheduled for the
North East of England in November 2004 and
will consider afterwards what lessons can be
learned for the future management of public
awareness campaigns.

• helplines and assistance email addresses; and

Assistance to voters
8.20 It is clear that many electors require a
choice of information sources and avenues
of assistance. Some electors will find all the
information they require in the ballot pack,
while others will require more information on
how to complete their vote, the institution they
are standing for, or an explanation of the voting
method and the secrecy provisions. For this, a
completely remote vote will never be sufficient.

• home visits;
• suitable provision for disabled electors to
vote independently.
8.21 In developing the proposed foundation
model, the Commission will also explore
the potential role for mobile Assistance and
Delivery Points as both a means of increasing
access for electors and a key method of fraud
prevention in houses in multiple occupation.
8.22 In 2004, the Commission was disappointed
that the issue of replacement ballot papers was
not a service offered at most Assistance and
Delivery Points. Had this been the case, high
profile press stories about emergency polling
stations would not have arisen. This is more
than a technical point – if electors can easily
access replacement ballots at any time a strong
element of choice is reintroduced.
The Commission intends that the role of
Assistance and Delivery Points (ADPs)
alongside polling stations should be explored
as part of the proposed foundation model,
including the scope for issuing replacement
ballot papers at Assistance and Delivery Points.
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Declaration of Identity
8.23 All postal votes in 2004, whether in pilot
areas or elsewhere, featured a Declaration of
Identity that required a witness to countersign
the elector’s signature. In 2003, the Commission
had recommended that a new form security
statement should be introduced for postal voting
at all elections. This security statement would
require only the signature of the elector.
8.24 Experience in 2004 suggests that
this recommendation still holds force. The
witness signature adds nothing to the process,
confuses electors, and could open the process
to intimidation and undue influence. Most
damningly, it remains an ineffective fraud
prevention device.

8.25 In 2003, our survey and focus group
research found that people who were in areas
where a standard Declaration of Identity was
used were relatively less positive about the
convenience, safety, security and ease of use
of the arrangements than people in areas with a
simplified or no Declaration. Similarly, this year,
while ICM found only a minority reporting
problems completing the Declaration of Identity,
the qualitative research found most people of the
view that it was a hassle and raised concerns
about the value it adds – one focus group
participant admitted to faking their witness
statement to avoid having to bother a neighbour.
I did not like the idea of having to find a
witness. I live alone and had to trouble
someone else to witness. It has come to
my address with my name on it, so why do
I need a witness to say that it is my vote?
ICM focus group participant

Table 10: Declaration of Identity (DOI) summary statistics
Region
No DOI
No ballot
DOI
DOI
DOI
DOI
received
paper
received
returned resubmitted
still
received incomplete
incomplete
East Midlands
9,157
2,495
18,918
14,903
7,142
557
North East
6,024
4,357
12,673
9,103
4,432
145
North West
12,894
3,622
21,575
8,163
8,291
696
Yorkshire & the Humber
8,682
3,521
14,116
15,017
7,344
687
Total
36,757
13,995
67,282
47,186
27,209
2,085
Source: Based on 81 local authorities that provided data to KPMG for the regional evaluation reports.
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The most difficult part of voting was the
witnessing part. It did not even explain
if it could be family. I read it all the way
through, it did not say whether they
could be over 21. It did not give you any
information on who your witness could be.
ICM focus group participant
The bit that confused me was where
you had to get someone to sign it. I bet
lots of people looked at it and could not
be bothered.
ICM focus group participant
It is an added annoyance. Forget it. We
never had to do this in polling stations…
ICM focus group participant
8.26 The Declaration itself was prescribed in
law. Many electors were confused as to who
could act as a witness, and assumed that
spouses and family members could not sign
as witness. We had many reports from pilot
regions of elderly couples going to Assistance
and Delivery Points to ask staff there to witness
their declarations. Scope believes that the
inclusion of the requirement for a witnessed
Declaration of Identity in the 2004 pilot schemes
(in the face of clear evidence from previous pilot
schemes that such an approach added no
benefit to the process, and could harm it)
significantly increased the access barriers at
the election.

has seen no evidence this year that the
witnesses Declaration of Identity provides any
suitable safeguard against fraud, and indeed
continues to provide potential for malpractice
in that another individual is required to be
involved in the voting process. Given the lack
of any positive benefits from the inclusion of the
Declaration, and the many barriers to effective
participation it has brought to postal voting,
the Commission recommends, as it did in 2003,
that it be replaced by a security statement for
all-postal voting.
The current Declaration of Identity should be
replaced with a new security statement to
accompany postal ballots, whether in the
context of postal voting on demand or any
postal element of the proposed foundation
model. This security statement should:
• require the voter to sign a statement that
they are the individual to whom the ballot
paper was addressed;
• not require any form of witness signature;
• include a clear explanation of the role and
use of the statement, in particular that it
will be separated from the ballot paper
before counting can begin and that failure to
complete the statement will render a ballot
paper invalid; and
• be designed and printed to make it obvious
to the voter that this separation will occur.

8.27 This is a clear example of where the
convenience of postal voting was undermined by
the complexity of the system. The Commission
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9 Delivering capacity
Administering postal voting at the
June 2004 elections was a complex
task made all the more remarkable
by the fact it was managed by 406
different Returning Officers and
countless suppliers. For postal
voting to continue to offer a reliable
method of voting, significant
investment in the mechanisms for
delivery is required. This chapter
sets out our recommendations for
developing organisational capacity.

Project management
9.1 The Commission believes that the capacity
to deliver postal voting efficiently and effectively
can be developed. It cannot, however, be
developed overnight.
9.2 The key to developing the abilities of
administrators, suppliers, the Commission
and parties to cope with high levels of postal
voting is early legislative certainty. In 2004, the
legislation that provided for the conventional
European Parliamentary elections came into
effect on 23 March 2004, for elections required
to commence no later than 5 May. For the
all-postal regions, the timing was even tighter.
9.3 Electoral administrators and their suppliers
need early certainty of the form of postal voting
to be prescribed in law, especially in relation to
the contents of the ballot pack, in terms of
both physical inserts and the wording required.
If postal voting is to be able to be delivered
within the confines of the electoral timetable,
sufficient time for planning and design of the
stationery is essential.
9.4 Equally, the need to outsource large amounts
of work, such as printing and enveloping, mean
that most Returning Officers should run
an open procurement process. This has not been
achievable for many at recent elections, given
the short periods of time between finalisation
of the processes required and the time for the
service to be delivered.
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All legislation pertaining to an election –
particularly a fixed term election – should be
in place in time to allow the implementation
of proper and robust procurement process.
9.5 Many Returning Officers have reported
their concerns at not only lacking time to run
a full procurement excercise, but also having
insufficient information on the experience and
capacity of suppliers. While some suppliers
may be well known, the level of their capacity
in a given timeframe will not be known. As
the Commission believes that some firms
took on more work than their capacity could
safely deliver, this is a real concern.
The Commission will undertake a feasibility
study on a certification and accreditation
scheme for ballot pack production. Such
a study will consider:
• the viability of such a scheme;
• by whom such a scheme could best
be administered;
• whether it is practical for such a scheme to
certify suppliers to produce certain products
only; and
• whether it is practical for such a scheme
to certify the maximum number of electors
the supplier can produce in any one round
of elections.
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Timetable for postal voting
9.6 In 2003, the Commission examined the
various timetables used at statutory elections
in the United Kingdom. At that time we did
not have any compelling evidence that the
timetable for postal voting on demand should
be altered. There is clearly a balance to be
struck as to allowing voters whose circumstances
change to apply for a postal vote and the
need to administer the postal voting process
effectively. At this stage, we believe that the
recommendations we have made in chapter
4 should be sufficient to make the existing
timetable for postal voting on demand within
the context of a traditional election workable.
9.7 However, it is clear that the adoption of
a completely new voting process cannot be
accommodated by minor amendments to
the standard timetable. In developing the
foundation model recommended in chapter 6,
it will be necessary to allow for more significant
changes. The two key processes that need to
be accommodated are the closing date for
the address list to which ballot packs are to
be sent and permitting sufficient time for the
design and production of the ballot packs.

Resolution of policy issues
9.8 This was the fourth year of significant trials
of all-postal voting in Great Britain. The original
rationale for the pilots programme envisaged
that there would be continual development of
new voting methods over many years. The
pilots would allow a defined and agreed model
to emerge over time building on experience,
practicality and voter acceptance.
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9.9 In 2004, this was not the case. Several
elements of the all-postal process – most
notably the Declaration of Identity – flew in
the face of both stated Government policy and
acknowledged best practice. While the policy
implications of such decisions are discussed
elsewhere in this report, the implications for
efficient administration and the capacity of all
involved in management of the process to
deliver should not be underestimated.
9.10 The settling of an agreed foundation
model of voting would have several positive
effects. One is that the service offered by
external suppliers would improve. Printers
would be able to develop a product that is
legislatively sound and future refinement
of one basic product on their part could see
prices decrease or efficiency increase. It is
possible that additional firms could enter the
market if they felt that a stable model was in
place. It is also self-evident that the potential
for errors in design and production could
decrease as both administrators and printers
become more expert in the process.
The Government should promote an
agreed foundation model based on the
recommendations of the Commission expected
to be published in March 2005, to be refined
through future pilots.

referendum in November. After this Royal Mail
will evaluate this product with a view to rolling
out an integrated postal vote dispatch and
return product. This is an example of how a
settled process will eventually see logistics
made easier.
9.12 Royal Mail offered several key innovations:
• agreed collection and delivery plans;
• ward-level sortation by Royal Mail of returned
ballot papers through the use of ward
specific location barcodes;
• a final day sweep of late papers in the mail
centre; and
• use of distinctive purple flashed envelopes.
9.13 The product being developed by Royal Mail
should be capable of adaptation to postal voting
in traditional elections as well as any use of postal
voting with the proposed foundation model.
9.14 The Commission also regards it as
important that Royal Mail performance
across the country should ‘catch up’ with
that demonstrated in the 2004 pilot regions.
The Commission also regards as essential
that Royal Mail continue to use central staff
to develop the product offered, and to liaise
with Government and the Commission.

Royal Mail
9.11 The performance of Royal Mail in the
pilot regions in 2004 is widely hailed as a key
success factor in the delivery of the election.
Royal Mail developed a special trial product
to support postal voting in June that will also
be used at the all-postal North East regional
Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: delivering capacity
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Software support

Election staff

9.15 To support the June 2004 pilot regions,
the suppliers of voter registration and election
management software had to write new
programming to support pilot processes
literally during the election process. This led
to administrators needing to rely on ‘patches’
and updates sent to them without the time or
capacity to test these in a non-live environment.
To the credit of the developers these fixes
worked relatively smoothly, but this is no reason
to put either developers or Returning Officers in
this position in the future. To risk a time critical
event such as an election due to insufficient IT
testing time is clearly dangerous.

9.17 Conventional elections can currently be
run from a ‘standing start’ in around four weeks.
The ability to deliver such elections successfully
has developed over many years, and is made
easier by modern technology. The Commission
believes that over time the same will become
true of new forms of voting.

9.16 Equally, the Commission is aware that
there were problems in the compatibility
of the register data supplied by some
Returning Officers and the printers’ own data
management system. These must be able to
work accurately and speedily to allow for the
production of ballot packs. The Government has
supported the development of EML (election
mark-up language, a variant of XML) to facilitate
system integration in electronic voting systems.
EML also has excellent potential to improve the
reliability of data transfer in postal vote issuing.
The Commission recommends that the
Government should support, as a matter
of urgency, an EML schema to facilitate
the accurate transfer of data from voter
registration systems for use in the automated
issue of postal votes.
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9.18 The Commission has a role to play in
improving the capacity of Returning Officers
and their staff through our mandate to develop
electoral staff’s professional skills. In several
previous reports, notably Absent voting in Great
Britain (2003) and The shape of elections to
come(2003), the Commission committed itself to
producing many practical tools and materials to
assist Returning Officers in the implementation
of postal voting and to build public
confidence in the process. Only one element
of this guidance – that on checking identities for
replacement ballot papers – was able to be
issued in time for full use at this election. Many of
these tools, such as guidance, on managing
supplier relationships and outsourcing, would
have been of great relevance in 2004.
9.19 The Commission is currently evaluating
the 2004 training programme and will
consider in the light of both that report and
that commissioned following the 2003 devolved
elections what level and type of training support
would be useful and deliverable in the future.
However, the Commission remains committed
to supporting electoral staff through structural
and process change and will consider this
further should the Government respond to
the Voting for change agenda.
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The Government should allow in any project
plan sufficient time for the Commission to
develop and deliver suitable training or
briefing materials in the timetable for any
further electoral innovation or reform.
9.20 Delivering 21st century elections requires
time to develop the necessary systems and
time to develop the capacity of Returning
Officers and their staff. This will enable all
involved in the electoral process to continue
to deliver high quality electoral services that
are responsive to electors’ changing lifestyles.

Delivering democracy? The future of postal voting: delivering capacity

4267 Delivering cover+spine

8/19/04

17:17

Page 2

Translations and other formats
For information on obtaining this
publication in another language or in
a large-print or Braille version please
contact The Electoral Commission:
Tel: 020 7271 0500
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The Electoral Commission
We are an independent body that was set
up by the UK Parliament. We aim to gain public
confidence and encourage people to take part
in the democratic process within the UK by
modernising the electoral process, promoting
public awareness of electoral matters, and
regulating political parties.
On 1 April 2002, The Boundary Committee
for England (formerly the Local Government
Commission for England) became a statutory
committee of The Electoral Commission. Its duties
include reviewing local electoral boundaries.
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