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Summary
The aims of an electoral registration system should be to ensure that the register of electors
is accurate and comprehensive, that it should be easy for eligible electors to register to vote
and that it should be secure against fraud. Measured against these aims, the current
electoral system used in Great Britain could be improved, particularly in view of the
increased demand for postal votes and other likely moves towards modernisation of the
electoral process.
The case in principle for individual registration, which had been widely thought to be
compelling, has been seriously challenged by the Northern Ireland experience of a serious
fall in registration. The evidence we have received is that in other parts of the country there
has already been a significant fall under the current system and that a further fall would be
likely if individual registration were to be introduced in Great Britain without a wide range
of other measures to increase registration, as recommended in this Report.
There are four choices for a way forward. First, to design a new system of electoral
registration based around the principle of individuals taking responsibility for registering
themselves. Given the necessary legislation and some new resources, we understand from
electoral administrators that this could be done with a lead-in time of two years. Second, to
accept the principle of individual registration without setting a date for implementation.
Third, to adapt the existing system of household registration by requiring individual
signatures on the registration form. Fourth, to let the system evolve as it has done over
recent years.
We examine the principles behind registration: that it should be easy for all those entitled
to vote to register, that the system should be politically neutral and that it should not allow
those not entitled to vote to appear on the register.
We set out the problems with the existing system and the case for change; ways of ensuring
the security of the system; strategies for encouraging registration; our concern about
progress on the Central On-line Register of Electors (CORE) project for a national register;
and the role of the Government and the Electoral Commission. We have also looked at the
use of the electoral register for other purposes, only in so far as such use may discourage
registration.
We have deliberately not looked at the question of who has and who should have the right
to vote.
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1 Introduction
Electoral registration in the United Kingdom
1. Electoral registration in the United Kingdom has been historically conducted on a
household basis. Under this system, one person in each household, traditionally known as
the “Head of Household” but now officially “the occupier”, is required to complete an
annual form, listing all those eligible, and those soon to become eligible, to vote at that
address as at 15 October that year. Since the introduction of “rolling” registration in 2001,
electors residing in England, Wales and Scotland have had the opportunity to add their
own individual names to the register at other times. This is particularly relevant to those
moving house mid-year but is also useful for those who have been missed off the annual
autumn canvass of electors. Great Britain currently operates a dual system of household
and individual registration for electoral purposes.
2. In 2002 Northern Ireland made the change to a single system of individual registration.
The impetus behind this move was the need to combat the perceived problem of electoral
fraud in Northern Ireland. Under individual registration, it is possible to have greater
confidence in the security and accuracy of the register as each elector is required to provide
proof of his identity, permitting checks on his eligibility to be conducted more easily. Since
the purpose of the change was to cleanse the register, inevitably the number on the
electoral register fell in the first year following the introduction of individual registration to
Northern Ireland. The numbers have continued to decline in each year since, with the
result that in December 2004 there were 144,000 fewer electors on the register than on the
final register under the old system on 31 August 2002, a fall of over 12 per cent.1
3. In May 2003 the Electoral Commission, an independent body set up in November 2000
with a statutory duty to keep under review a range of electoral and political matters,
published a report on The electoral registration process. One of its key recommendations
was that individual registration should be introduced to England, Wales and Scotland. This
was repeated as the very first recommendation in the Commission’s subsequent report,
Voting for change: An electoral law modernisation programme (June 2003). The Electoral
Commission has ever since remained a vocal champion of individual registration.
4. The issue also proved central to the ODPM Committee’s inquiry into Postal Voting, held
in Spring 2004. The evidence received led the Committee to conclude that individual
registration was critical to the extension of all-postal voting and to recommend that the
Government seek to introduce a bill at the earliest opportunity to secure the necessary
legislation for the introduction of individual registration.2 The Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister in its response accepted that this should be the basis for consultation.3 No such
consultation has yet been announced. The experience of the fall in the numbers on the
register in Northern Ireland has clearly caused the Government to temper its enthusiasm

1

Electoral Registration in Northern Ireland, First Report from the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, Session 2004-05,
HC131, page 10, figure 1

2

Postal Voting, Seventh Report from the ODPM: Housing, Planning, Local Government and the Regions Committee,
Session 2003-04, HC400-I, para 50

3

First Special Report from the ODPM Committee, Session 2003-04, HC973, response to recommendation 4
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for the change. It has been supported in this by a recent report from the Northern Ireland
Affairs Select Committee which concludes by “strongly” recommending that the
Government extend individual registration to Great Britain “only once satisfactory
strategies have been put in place in Northern Ireland for alleviating the problems of underregistration among particular population groups”.4
5. The ODPM Committee decided that it would be timely to re-examine the issue of
individual registration, independent of the context of postal voting. In view of the overlap
in responsibilities for electoral matters with the Department of Constitutional Affairs,5 it
was agreed that this should be a joint inquiry conducted by the ODPM Committee and the
Constitutional Affairs Committee meeting concurrently. The terms of reference were to
examine:
x

Advantages of individual registration compared with the existing system of household
registration

x

Strategies for encouraging registration, in particular among young voters, and tackling
resistance to registration; and examination of the advantages and disadvantages of
compulsory registration

x

Issues of geographic and ethnic variations in levels of voter registration

x

Advantages or disadvantages of electronic rather than paper-based registration systems

x

Difficulties for the disabled and others unable to complete forms

x

Availability and confidentiality of the register

x

Basis for individual registration e.g. address-based or on personal criteria such as NI
number or birth date

x

The desirability of a national electoral register

x

Means of ensuring the security of the register: PIN numbers, electoral voting cards,
signatures

6. A press notice was issued on 7 December 2004, calling for evidence. In response we
received 46 written submissions from a wide range of organisations. We held three
evidence sessions on 25 January, 1 February and 7 February 2005, taking oral evidence
from the Electoral Commission, the Office of the Information Commissioner,
representatives of political parties, representatives of special interest groups, electoral
practitioners and the Rt Hon Nick Raynsford MP, Minister of State for Local and Regional
Government and Fire, Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, accompanied by an official,
and Chris Leslie MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional
Affairs. We are grateful to all who contributed to this inquiry through the provision of

4

Electoral Registration in Northern Ireland, First Report from the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, Session 2004-05,
HC 131, para 82

5

Paragraph 131 below sets out the division in electoral responsibility between the Department for Constitutional Affairs
and ODPM
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evidence in either way. We thank our specialist advisers, David Godfrey and Professor
Colin Rallings, for all their expert assistance with this inquiry.

8
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2 Individual Registration
Principles of electoral registration systems
7. The importance of an effective electoral registration system in a democracy cannot be
overstated. The Electoral Commission has consistently stated its view that it “considers
electoral registration to be the lynchpin of the electoral system”.6 In order for an election
adequately to reflect the views of those eligible to vote and hence command public
confidence in the result, as many electors as possible must be registered. The system must
reduce to the minimum the opportunities for fraud. The criteria against which the
effectiveness of any country’s electoral registration system should be judged can usefully be
summarised, in rough order of precedence, as:
x

Completeness

x

Accuracy

x

Convenience to electors

x

Ease of compilation

x

Usefulness

x

Security

x

Cost

These criteria reflect international guidelines and best practice, such as those issued by the
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the international body charged
with observing elections in member countries. Its objective for examiners looking at voter
registration and registers states that “The legal framework should require that voter
registers be maintained in a manner that is transparent, accurate, protects the right of
citizens of legal age to register, and prevents the unlawful or fraudulent registration of
persons.”7
8. Some of these criteria are in conflict. A register which places security issues before
convenience to electors, for example, would have far fewer entries than one which places
lighter burdens on electors and had lower standards for checking eligibility. As our
witnesses accepted, a balance has to be struck between accessibility and security.8 Whilst
aiming at the highest possible degree of completeness and of accuracy, there will always be
tension between ensuring that everyone who is eligible to vote is on the register and
ensuring that no one who is ineligible is included. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary,
Department for Constitutional Affairs, expressed the hope that completeness and accuracy
“are not mutually exclusive”.9 In a perfect world this may be the case but it may be
necessary to give priority to one factor over another in order to devise an electoral
6

Ev 6, para 3.2 , HC243-II [Electoral Commission]

7

OSCE, Guidelines for reviewing a Legal Framework for Elections (2001), page 13

8

Eg Association of Electoral Administrators, Ev 31; Local Government Association, Ev .49 , HC243-II; Labour party, Q119

9
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registration system which is practical, not prohibitively expensive to run, and not too
burdensome to any would-be elector, including those with special needs. The Minister for
Local and Regional Government and Fire, ODPM, argued that “there is a greater risk of
reduced numbers of people registering for a variety of reasons than there is of increased
inaccuracy in the register”.10 We agree that the most important feature of an electoral
registration system is that it should offer the greatest number of eligible people the
opportunity to vote. We have borne this, as well as the other criteria listed above, in mind
in weighing the merits of any proposed changes to the system currently used in Great
Britain.

Individual registration and household registration
9. The key difference between individual registration and household registration is that the
former requires each eligible voter to take responsibility for ensuring that he or she is
included in the electoral register. Household registration instead places the responsibility
for registering on one member of the household.
10. In Great Britain at present we have a mixture of the two systems. Households are
canvassed once a year as of 15 October by means of a form sent by the local Electoral
Registration Officer (ERO) which asks for details of all those residing at that address who
are eligible to vote (Form A). There is considerable local discretion in how the local
authority chooses to gather this information beyond this central obligation. For example,
the form may be blank or pre-filled with the names of those previously registered as
residing at that address, and provision may be made for the “occupier” to confirm “no
change” returns by telephone, rather than by completing the form. Practice also varies
widely as to how non-returns are followed up by the ERO: in most cases, reminders are
sent; in many areas, canvassers deliver Form A in person or visit to chase up where the
form has not been returned. This is not true of all areas, particularly the inner cities, where
personal canvassing may be perceived to be too great a risk to personal security, or rural
areas, where it would not be cost-effective to travel the long distances necessary to recruit
single households. Once they have been collected, the completed Form As are used to
compile first a working register which can be inspected to uncover errors and then as of 1
December a published register which remains in force until 30 November the following
year.
11. Individual registration is allowed in Great Britain during the nine months of the year
(December to August) outside the period of the annual household canvass. Under this
system of rolling registration, introduced in 2001, eligible electors may add their names to
the register at any point by notifying their local ERO of their wish to do so. Many who
register in this way will be among the significant proportion of the population who move
house in any given year. In other cases, they may have been missed off the register by
accident or may have decided that they now wish to take up their right to register for a
variety of reasons, including to meet the needs of credit-checkers. It is important to note
that whilst it is compulsory to return Form A under the annual canvass, there is no similar
compulsion to notify the ERO of any change in circumstances under rolling registration.

10

Q269 [Mr Raynsford]
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Individual involvement is also required for postal voting, where a further form is sent to
individuals listed on Form A as wishing to vote by this method.

Individual registration in other countries
12. Individual registration has been introduced as the single method of being entered on
the register in several countries which have similar electoral systems and traditions to
Great Britain. In Appendix One to this report we outline briefly the experience of Canada,
Australia, New Zealand and California. We examine below the more recent example of
Northern Ireland which is close to our own situation.
Northern Ireland
13. Individual registration has been used in Northern Ireland since the passing of the
Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002. As the title of the legislation implies, the
change was designed to combat the widespread perception of significant levels of fraud in
Northern Ireland elections. In its current form, each individual is required to complete an
annual registration form, supplying personal details including a National Insurance
number. Further security measures involve the production of a form of photographic
identification at the polling station in order to be allowed to vote. There is no data-sharing
to allow the Electoral Office for Northern Ireland to identify non-registrants from other
sources.
14. The Northern Ireland electoral registration system was comprehensively examined by
the Northern Ireland Affairs Select Committee in a report published on 15 December
2004.11 The Committee concluded that the measures taken had been “successful in
reducing both the perception among the electorate of the prevalence of fraud and the
actual level of electoral fraud, as far as it can be measured”.12 Nevertheless, the Committee’s
concerns about the experience of individual registration in Northern Ireland were such
that it recommended that, until the problems identified in their Report had been alleviated,
the Government should hold back from introducing individual registration to the rest of
the UK.13 These concerns centred around the significant decline in the numbers registered.
The first register under the new system contained about ten per cent fewer names than the
previous household-based register, which was to be expected under a change designed to
weed out fraudulent entries. The decline continued under subsequent rounds of
canvassing. This led the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee to conclude that there is
“emerging evidence of a continuous structural process of decline in the electoral system”.14
15. Comparison of the turnout figures for the Assembly elections of 1998 and 2003
supports this analysis that individual registration has led directly to the loss of many
potential electors from the register (see Table 1). Although the electorate, number of votes
cast and turnout all declined between the two elections, the estimated participation among
the voting age population fell more dramatically than could be accounted for by the decline
11

First Report of Session 2004-05, HC131.

12

Ibid, paragraph 10

13

Ibid, paragraph 21

14

Ibid, paragraph 2
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in turnout alone. Evidence presented to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee suggested
that this decline in registration, and hence participation in the electoral process as a whole,
was particularly marked amongst young people, less advantaged social groups and people
with disabilities.15 To combat these trends, the Committee called for the reinstatement of
some form of the carry-forward mechanism, whereby those on the register one year are not
automatically excluded from the next register if they fail to return their form, and for
greater emphasis on educative campaigns to promote awareness of the electoral and
registration systems, aimed both at the general public and at specific groups, such as young
people.16 The Government has responded by re-introducing the carry-forward process
under the provisions of the Electoral Registration (Northern Ireland) Act 2005.
Table 1: Turnout at Northern Ireland Assembly elections, 1998 and 2003
Electorate

Total Votes

Total Valid
votes

% Turnout *

% Turnout as
prop. of
voting age
population

1998

1,178,556

824,391

810,245

69.9

67.9

2003

1,097,526

702,249

692,028

64.0

56.2

Diff.

-81,030

-122,142

-118,217

-5.9

-11.7

*Turnout is calculated by reference to all votes cast whether valid or not
Source: The Northern Ireland Assembly Elections 2003, The Electoral Commission (2004)

Lessons to be learnt from other countries
16. Although none of the examples can be cited as a direct analogy to the position in Great
Britain, given that the switch to individual registration in Northern Ireland was based on
pre-existing circumstances which do not prevail in the rest of the UK, there are still lessons
that could be learnt from the experiences of other countries with the introduction of
individual registration. The most pressing of these is the tendency of individual registration
to result in a less inclusive register than under household registration, with a
disproportionate effect upon those groups already perceived as being less likely to
participate in the electoral process (see the Northern Ireland and Canadian examples). In
order to meet the tests of an electoral system which we set out at the start of this section of
the Report, there is a clear need to ensure that individual registration does not sacrifice
comprehensiveness and ease of enrolment for accuracy and security.
17. The experiences of Australia and New Zealand may provide lessons in how to
ameliorate the negative effects of individual registration on the coverage of the electoral
roll, through data-sharing to capture those who might otherwise be missed and through
making it easy for electors to register.

15

Ibid, paragraphs 21 to 36

16

Ibid, paragraphs 9 and 15
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The need for change in Great Britain
18. The question of whether to change the electoral registration in Great Britain has been
given a high profile by the Electoral Commission which regards individual registration as
central to the Government’s modernisation strategy of moving towards offering electors a
multiplicity of voting methods (see paragraph 35 below).17 Regardless of whether “multichannel voting” becomes a reality in the near future, there is an existing and increasing
demand for postal votes for which individual involvement is already required. Further
pressure for change at this time comes from concerns over data protection and the
provision on Form A to state whether one’s name should appear on the edited or the full
register. Under household registration, one person takes responsibility for making this
decision for all living at that address. There is no means of checking whether the form
accurately reflects the wishes of each individual on this point, with the result that there may
be doubt as to whether the individual has given consent as required under law for his or
her data to be used as indicated by the householder.18
19. The Information Commissioner regards household registration “as a remnant of the
Victorian requirement of property qualification for voters”.19 Many people, particularly
but not exclusively young people, live in households where no-one is likely to take charge
as “The occupier”. The Scottish Assessors Association (SAA) argued that in such cases “it
might be presumptuous to assume one or other as the head of the household”,20 a
sentiment with which COSLA agreed, adding that the term itself now “seems antiquated”.21
There is also greater mobility between residential addresses than used to be the case, with
the result that a register based on addresses can be quickly out of date. The fact that one’s
right to vote stems from individuals and not houses has been recognised in the extension of
registration to the homeless who can prove a local interest but who are without a
permanent address. We note that the regulations governing the content on Form A now
stipulate “Return by Occupier as to Residents”, rather than householders.22
20. A third issue is that of public trust. Some witnesses expressed firm confidence in the
existing process. The Scottish Assessors Association put it to us that “the current system is
understood and generally works well”.23 The Electoral Commission agreed that “people
have been able to use [the current system] and use it perfectly comfortably for very many
years”.24 Recent changes to the system, particularly the introduction of rolling registration,
have complicated the picture so that there is a great deal of uncertainty about how the
register is compiled and how names may be added to it. There is also evidence of growing
concern about the robustness of the household system of collecting data. The Conservative
party raised issues of security and fraud which led them to conclude that “the standing of
the system of electoral registration in mainland Britain has in recent years been
17

Ev 6, para 3.6 , HC243-II [Electoral Commission]

18

See Ev 7, para 4.7 , HC243-II [Electoral Commission]

19

See Ev 7, para 4. 8, HC243-II Electoral Commission]

20

Ev 61, para 7, HC243-II [SAA]

21

Ev 73, para 3, HC243-III [COSLA]

22

The Representation of the People (Form of Canvass) (England and Wales) Regulations 2003

23

Ev 61, para 8 , HC243-II [SAA]

24

Q4 [Mr Younger]

Electoral Registration

13

undermined”.25 It did not “concur” with the Electoral Commission that public confidence
in the integrity of the electoral system in Great Britain was high.26
21. The proportion of the eligible population not included on the register has risen in
recent decades. The Executive Director of the Association of Electoral Administrators
(AEA) told us that “canvassing at the annual audit stage is becoming more and more
difficult”.27 Work by the Office of Population, Censuses and Surveys judged the register to
be 93% accurate in 1981 but only 91 to 92.6% accurate in 1991, meaning that
approximately 3 million adults were then missing from the register. There were, and
continue to be, considerable variations within these averages, between inner city and nonmetropolitan potential voters, between different ethnic groups and between different age
groups (see Table 2 below). The Government and the Electoral Commission are both
currently undertaking research projects into the extent and causes of non-registration, but
the most recent evidence from the 2001 General Election suggests that 29% of young
people aged 18-24 years and 19% of black minority ethnic (BME) groups surveyed cited
not being registered as the reason for not voting.
Table 2. Extent of non-registration for different groups (1991)
Classification

% not registered

Inner London

20.4

Non-metropolitan

6.3

Age 18-19

12.1

Age 20-24

20.0

Age 50+

2.1

New Commonwealth citizen

36.6

Owner occupier (owned outright)

2.6

Rented privately, unfurnished

38.2

Source: P. Heady et al, The coverage of the Electoral Register in D. Butler and I. McLean (eds.), Fixing the
Boundaries. London: Dartmouth, 1996.

25

Ev 64, para 1, HC243-II [Conservative party]

26

Ibid
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22. The figures for individual parliamentary constituencies bear out this fall in registration.
Table 3 below shows the total and percentage change in the 20 constituencies with the
greatest fall in the number of registered electors between 2001 and 2003.
Table 3. Change in number of registered electors by Parliamentary constituency
Constituency
Electors 1 February Electors 1 December
Absolute
2001
2003
change
83,420
67,934
-15,486
1 Brentford and
Isleworth
60,377
47,139
-13,238
2 Belfast West
3 Belfast North
4 Portsmouth South
5 Belfast South
6 Edinburgh Central
7 Foyle
8 Belfast East
9 South Antrim
10 Strangford
11 Lagan Valley
12 North Down
13 Rhondda
14 Glasgow Maryhill
15 Bradford West
16 Edinburgh South
17 Brent East
18 East Antrim
19 Bolton South East
20 Dulwich and West
Norwood

61,646
77,372
59,937
66,296
71,835
59,044
71,316
72,948
73,494
63,944
56,096
55,087
72,193
64,437
58,082
61,597
68,080
70,301

49,054
66,162
49,207
55,714
62,321
49,930
62,906
64,718
65,545
56,030
48,332
47,525
64,663
57,274
51,114
54,644
61,198
63,489

-12,592
-11,210
-10,730
-10,582
-9,514
-9,114
-8,410
-8,230
-7,949
-7,914
-7,764
-7,562
-7,530
-7,163
-6,968
-6,953
-6,882
-6,812

Percentage
change
-18.6
-21.9
-20.4
-14.5
-17.9
-16.0
-13.2
-15.4
-11.8
-11.3
-10.8
-12.4
-13.8
-13.7
-10.4
-11.1
-12.0
-11.3
-10.1
-9.7

Source: Office for National Statistics

23. The downward trend in registration is underlined by figures from the University of
Plymouth on the number of Form As returned by 1 December, the date on which the
register comes into force. The average percentage returned by this date in 2003 was 91%; by
2004 this had fallen to 89%. In 2003 65 authorities reported that they had returns of over
95% and 70 reported returns of below 90%. In 2004 19 and 90 authorities, respectively,
were in this position. Table 4 below indicates the variation in the figures between the
different types of authorities but shows a decline in all cases.
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Table 4. Form A returns at 1st December 2004 & 2003
Type of authority

Mean – 2004 (%)

Mean – 2003 (%)

N=

Districts (all-out)

91

93

81

Districts (thirds)

92

93

47

London Boroughs

89

90

16

Metropolitan
boroughs

84

88

25

Unitary councils

87

88

31

Wales

89

90

13

Total

89

91

213

Source: Survey conducted by LGC Elections Centre, University of Plymouth, December 2004

These findings are backed by informal discussions with Electoral Registration Officers,
which suggest that in one case barely 80% of Form As had been returned from the 2004
canvass. When the widespread expectation of a General Election is taken into account, a
factor which is usually taken to boost registration by making it seem more relevant to the
voter, these latest figures are more disturbing.
24. It is important to note that there is no evidence that the decline in registration is
directly linked to the current system of registration nor that changing the system would in
itself lead automatically to a more comprehensive register. Nevertheless, household
registration as currently practised has not prevented the decline, and amendments to the
system, whether minor or large-scale, may be considered to be part of the solution.
25. These factors add up to a case for examining whether individual registration could
provide a better match to the aims of the electoral registration system than household
registration. They also highlight areas of difficulty which should be addressed, regardless of
whether the basic system of registration is changed, most importantly finding ways to
encourage potential electors to register.

Arguments in favour of individual registration
The principle
26. None of our witnesses argued against the principle behind individual registration to
any serious degree. The Electoral Commission described “the overriding principle” to be
that “a right as fundamental as voting should only be secured by personal initiative”,
explaining that “no-one would suggest, for example, that voting itself should be exercised
by the head of the household on behalf of other householders”.28 This also fits with the
28
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concept of individual responsibility, with the individual becoming accountable for his or
her entry on the register, or indeed for failure to register.29 Moreover, the British Youth
Council argued that household registration discriminates against young people and those
without a permanent residence.30 The Council saw individual registration as “a move
towards the creation of a person-centred (individual) system, one that does not
discriminate against citizens on the basis of the lack of permanent residence, but enshrines
and celebrates every citizen’s democratic right to be placed on the register”.31 This
principle has to be correct. The question is whether the practical advantages of introducing
individual registration outweigh the disadvantages and the upheaval necessary in making
such radical changes to the basic system of electoral registration.
Other advantages
27. The Electoral Commission identified five advantages of individual registration over
household registration. These are:
x

consistency

x

enhanced compliance with data protection and human rights legislation

x

increased participation, over time

x

increased security and accuracy

x

support for modernisation of voting arrangements.32

28. The Commission’s argument on consistency is twofold: that a move to individual
registration in Great Britain would result in consistency in registration systems across the
UK, and that it would remove the distinction between the current twintrack approach of
individual rolling registration and annual household registration.33 On the first of these
points, we agree with the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional
Affairs, that devolution “means that, from time to time, we have a different approach in
different areas”.34 The circumstances prevailing in Northern Ireland prior to the
implementation of the Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002 are not those which
currently prevail in the rest of the UK with regard to the extent of the perception of fraud.
We have more sympathy with the second call for consistency made by the Commission. A
robust electoral registration system should be easy to explain as well as easy to understand.
In recent years the system in Great Britain has become much less simple than it was before.
29. The issue of the compliance of the registration process with data protection and human
rights legislation was raised with us by witnesses other than the Electoral Commission. The
Deputy Information Commissioner told us that “in principle we are strong supporters of
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individual registration from a data protection point of view”.35 In written evidence the
Commissioner himself argued that “the most reliable way to ensure that individuals are
able to exercise their choice [as to whether their data should be sold direct to marketers via
the full register] would be for registration to take place on an individual basis”.36 He added
that “from a data protection perspective, we can see no obvious advantages in registration
continuing to be carried out on the basis of households rather than individuals”.37 The
credit reference agency, Experian, pointed to the extreme example of university halls of
residence where the warden is responsible for sending in forms covering around 1000
individuals; in these cases, the data subject is not usually asked for their instructions in
respect of opting out of the register.38 The Electoral Commission had anecdotal evidence
that “wardens of halls of residence and so on [were] unhappy about having to register
students individually on a composite return because of human rights issues”.39 We found
no dissenters from this view that individual registration was more in keeping with data
protection and human rights legislation than household registration. As the Scottish
Assessors Association concluded, these arguments are “hard to resist”.40 Nevertheless, we
concur with the Deputy Information Commissioner that “there are other issues to be taken
into account” and that data protection issues should not necessarily of themselves prevail.41
30. The Electoral Commission continue to believe that despite the lower level of
registration in Northern Ireland, the introduction of individual registration could
nevertheless lead to increased participation in the register. The Commission’s argument
runs that “the ultimate outcome of individual registration should be to empower and
encourage some under-registered groups to participate in the democratic process and
vote”; for example, when dealing with young people, “inculcating the habit of registration
from an early age could be beneficial in maximising registration rates in later life”.42 More
generally, the Commission’s view is that an effective awareness campaign on individual
registration could increase participation and that the new system would “facilitate the
introduction of more user-friendly systems of registration” and indeed voting, perhaps
leading to more people making the effort to get on the register.43
31. It would be possible to graft education campaigns and new ways of registering onto the
existing basic system, thus gaining the benefits without the disruption of major change.
There is some support for the Commission’s view that of itself individual registration could
lead to increased participation rates.44 The Executive Director of the Association of
Electoral Administrators, not noted as supporters of individual registration, pointed out
that under the current system “only about 40 per cent of eligible electors [ie the
35
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“householders”] are actually involved in completing the data … it automatically leads to
people feeling not part of the process and ultimately therefore might lead to them not
voting”.45 Speaking for young people, the British Youth Council argued strongly that
individual registration “would help re-engage, what has become a disengaged and
disillusioned generation … with the formal democratic process,” and that “it will serve as a
way to educate and inform citizens, regardless of their age, residence or any other factor,
about our democratic process and the vital importance of their participation”.46 Given the
level of concern about the current participation rates of young people in particular, these
are certainly not minor considerations in weighing the balance of advantages and
disadvantages in changing to individual registration.
32. We note that the increases in participation forecast are theoretical and not based on
empirical evidence. Whatever the system of registration, there will remain a hard core who
do not wish to register and who will resist all attempts to make them do so. The important
issue is how many others are not registered.
33. The fourth advantage identified by the Electoral Commission, increased security and
accuracy, is one on which there is more agreement. The Commission see this working in
two ways: first, by allowing for the collection of individual identifiers which could be used
to check the identity of a voter at registration and at the ballot box, and secondly, by
removing the opportunity for inaccuracy and fraud offered by the current arrangement
whereby the householder provides information about other individuals.47 On the security
issue, most evidence we received suggested that individual registration would make it
easier to detect fraud by means of providing a signature against which postal votes, for
example, could be checked48 or to check eligibility to vote through the identifiers supplied
by the individual.49 Prevention of fraud and increased security are the main reasons cited
by both the Conservative party and the Liberal Democrats for their support for individual
registration in Great Britain.50
34. No such warnings were sounded on the potential for individual registration to deliver
greater accuracy. It is clear that where an individual completes a form for him or herself,
there is a greater likelihood of that information being correct. This was a point made by
most of those concerned with the administration of the system, including the Association
of Electoral Administrators who argued that “It would provide a far more accurate register
if it was possible to achieve a high percentage return”.51 That caveat recalls the balance
between comprehensiveness and accuracy which we noted in discussing the aims of the
registration system. A further contribution individual registration would make towards
increasing the accuracy of the register would be that, unlike a register based on households
which change regularly, one based on individual registration would be more up to date.
The introduction of rolling registration into the current system is evidence of this fact but
45
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its advantages would be all the greater if this were the means of registration used by
everyone.
35. The part played by individual registration in support for modernisation of voting
arrangements has been touched on earlier. The Commission believes that individual
registration is necessary in the immediate term to “provide a robust framework for meeting
the increasing demands from the voting public for postal voting on demand” and in the
longer term to “underpin the development of the Commission’s proposed new
`foundation model’ of voting” and to “provide a key building block in enabling electronic
and other multi-channel voting in future elections, which necessarily demand a more
robust system of registration”.52 We accept that, in order for the system to remain secure
whilst offering increased opportunities to electors to cast their votes, signatures or other
forms of identification have to be collected from individuals and some form of individual
registration will be required to collect this data. Postal voting and other remote voting
methods, including the ability to vote wherever one happens to be, all rely on features of
individual registration and add to the case for its introduction.

Arguments against individual registration
36. The arguments made against the introduction of individual registration are mainly
practical objections to how it could be implemented, including serious reservations about
the increased costs, and deeper concerns about the impact on the numbers on the register.
Administrative objections
37. The Association of Electoral Administrators argued strongly that “there are far more
administrative disadvantages” than advantages to individual registration.53 Amongst these
were the increased cost of collecting returns, delays in response and a subsequent reduced
electorate.54 There can be no doubt that at least in the first instance the cost of individual
registration would be higher than that of the current system. The figure of two to three
times the current cost has been estimated, calculated by that scale of increase in the
number of forms which would have to be sent out, with associated postage, stationery and
processing costs. Local authorities would also require new computer systems, both in terms
of hardware and software. It is likely that canvassing would be more expensive as it would
require more visits to locate individuals in a household, rather than just one member of it.
The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) pointed out that provision also
“needs to be made for follow-up, assistance, general awareness raising and local
campaigning to increase the proportion of those eligible to vote on the register.”55
38. The Government has made an initial assessment that “the administration of individual
registration could cost an additional £23m in the first year and an additional £6m every
year thereafter.”56 The Minister for Local and Regional Government and Fire explained
52
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that this would take “the current figure of around £51 million up to £74 million, and
annual cost would be £57 million”.57 He added that these figures were subject to
verification: “obviously, as part of the later consultation which we will be undertaking, we
will want to test further the validity of those figures and see whether there is scope for
economy in some areas”.58 Both the Electoral Commission and the Association of Electoral
Administrators suggested that costs could be cut after the initial transition by dispensing
with the annual audit.59 The example of Canada suggests that this could indeed save
substantial sums of money. We note that most concerns raised by local authority
representatives about the costs centre on how the authorities would finance the additional
expenditure. The Government assured us that any such additional costs would have to be
covered by central government under the principle of new burdens.60 This leaves open the
question of how the ongoing costs would be funded in future years, unless the annual
canvass were abandoned.
39. Part of the increase in cost would arise from the additional workload which EROs and
their staff would have to bear to implement individual registration. The two concerns here
are the amount of work required where the number of forms had doubled or even tripled61
and the doubt as to whether it would be practical to aim at complete coverage of all eligible
electors in a given area. One ERO argued that under individual registration “personal
canvassing is no longer viable as each person in the house would need to be present to get
the form completed”.62 The Scottish Assessors Association also pointed to the practical
difficulties faced by EROs, some of whom would “argue that the ERO is at least likely to
know the name of a householder as opposed to every potential elector at an address”.63
The Association asked “how are potential electors to be canvassed if their name is not
known to the ERO in the first place or even the number of people residing at that
address?”64 The workload would be further increased with delays in returning forms
leading to the need for more follow-up action. Several witnesses stressed the particular
difficulties which would be faced by the disabled and others not able to fill in forms by
themselves and by residential homes where collective registration has long been the normal
practice.65 It should be noted that representatives of groups with special needs gave
evidence in support of individual registration even in these circumstances.66
40. There are ways around the individual difficulties referred to above as we discuss further
in the next section of this Report. As to the administrative challenges posed by individual
registration, we recognise that any move to a new system would place substantial new
pressures on those responsible for compiling the register. It is not an impossible task, as the
experience of other countries has shown, and the initial transition is likely to prove much
57
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the hardest part, with maintenance of the register under the new system a less onerous
imposition. The representative from SOLACE was concerned to ensure that we were
“aware of the pitfalls” of implementing a new system but also assured us that local
authorities could do it, provided that it was recognised that it “will take a lot of planning,
preparation, proper resources, proper training and quite a while”.67 The Executive Director
of the Association of Electoral Administrators put the necessary lead-in time at two years.68
Impact on participation rates
41. Part of the concern about the administrative difficulties of implementing individual
registration is the impact that this might have on the numbers on the register. As we have
seen, some witnesses, including the Electoral Commission, argue that individual
registration should increase participation in the system. The example of Northern Ireland,
however, suggests the opposite. Potential electors could be lost through the inability of
EROs to trace them for whatever reason, through disengagement with the political system
or through ignorance. COSLA, whilst in favour of individual registration, argued that:
The household registration system lowers the threshold for engagement. With the
paperwork completed by a member of the household “impulse voting” is possible for
those who might otherwise have chosen not to register individually or neglected or
for other reasons not been able to do so. Without this form of support there is a
reasonable chance that the new arrangements will disenfranchise some even if they
are not consciously opting out. The most affected are likely to be potential first time
voters.69
This concern was echoed by EROs, including Dr Pickering from Trafford who foresaw that
“whole areas of the electorate will not respond, ethnic minorities, students and young
people who are already the poorest responders”.70 There has to be concern that once these
people have been lost from the register, they will never join it again and will lose their
opportunity to participate in the electoral process. The Labour party cited the potential
“immediate fall in registration levels”, with its disproportionate impact on young voters, as
its main cause for caution over the shift to individual registration.71 We do not
underestimate this issue. The key advantage of household registration is that it allows
for one person, say a parent, to include in the register those in the household who may
be less energetic in registering themselves.
42. There are steps that could be taken to ameliorate the effect of individual registration
upon registration rates. The Local Government Association suggest a gradual introduction
of the new system, with discretion being given to EROs to retain names on the register
where they have reason to believe that those electors are still resident at that address.72
They also suggest, as a transitional step, retaining household registration but with
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individual members of the household signing the registration form.73 This is an idea which
the Association of Electoral Administrators dismissed as “too complicated” and likely to
“lead to unacceptable delays in the form being returned”.74 Nevertheless, it has the merit of
meeting COSLA’s requirement that the “advantages of the current system should be
transferred to the new arrangements”.75 The Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department
for Constitutional Affairs, saw the advantage of simplicity in filling in a household form
individually, but expressed concern about its likely size and asked “what would happen if
the individual were not at home during the period in which the form had to be returned?”76
He described the Government’s position as “sympathetic to looking at” a household form
with multiple signatures.77

Government policy on individual registration
43. The Government’s enthusiasm for introducing individual registration has waned
noticeably since the ODPM Committee last examined the subject in 2004 . In its response
to the recommendation in favour of individual registration in the Committee’s report on
Postal Voting, the Government undertook to consult on the “broad thrust” of the Electoral
Commission’s view that individual voter registration would need to be in place to allow allpostal voting at local elections.78 This consultation was expected to begin that autumn.79
Nothing was announced and by December 2004 the Government’s line on the
Committee’s recommendation had been modified: “we are sympathetic to the principles of
individual registration and appreciate the benefits that it might bring, but we are concerned
about maintaining a simple and clear system, and comprehensive registers.”80 A similar
form of words was used to describe the Government’s position on individual registration
in its memorandum to this inquiry.81
44. This change in attitude can be attributed to the experience of the reduction in levels of
registration in Northern Ireland, leading the Government to state that “while the work to
reform Northern Ireland’s registration system further to ensure that registers are complete
as well as accurate is not concluded, the Government does not believe that it would be
appropriate to introduce the system in place in Northern Ireland to the rest of the UK at
this time.”82 In oral evidence, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for
Constitutional Affairs, explained that they could not predict how long it would take to roll
out individual registration to Great Britain “until we settle on the mechanism that we feel is
best to form a good, successful process for individual registration”.83
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45. It is not evident that work is being actively undertaken within Government to develop
an appropriate mechanism for individual registration in England, Scotland and Wales. The
consultation promised on individual registration appears to be bound up in the “number
of different pieces of reform” which the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for
Constitutional Affairs, told us are intended to be published as “an electoral modernisation
strategy”.84 He was unable to give any indication as to when this might be published,
although he did state that the Government “intend to wait and see what the foundation
model recommendations are from the Electoral Commission”,85 a report originally
expected by the end of March 2005, although the timetable may change. The Government
was also waiting “for the Electoral Commission recommendations on their foundation
model to come forward in particular to help inform us of the particular concerns they have
about individual registration”.86 The Electoral Commission on the other hand told us that
the Government “has indicated that it intends to publish an “electoral modernisation
strategy” shortly,”87 and they were clearly not expecting the Government to wait for further
reports from themselves.
46. It appears that the Government has no immediate plans to act upon this issue, either by
implementing individual registration or by taking steps towards implementation by
consulting on the principles or practicalities. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary,
Department for Constitutional Affairs, readily identified the benefits of individual
registration as “greater security and accuracy in the register,” but also argued that “we do
not want to see a system that is unduly burdensome for the elector”.88 He later clarified
that “in principle, we can see the benefits but we do have concerns about the effect on
numbers”.89 His colleague, the Minister for Local and Regional Government and Fire,
ODPM, went further and asked “It would be perverse, would it not, to ignore the evidence
that has come from Northern Ireland which moved towards a system of individual
registration first, and where there have been clear benefits on the one side but also
disadvantages which are now being highlighted?”90 We accept that the issue has been
clouded by the experience in Northern Ireland and the fall in registration rates there
which has apparently resulted from the introduction of individual registration.
Nevertheless, we expect the Government in its response to this Report to give a firm
indication of its policy on the introduction of individual registration and of the part it
plays in the Government’s wider electoral modernisation strategy and to announce a
timetable for the publication of its consultation paper on these issues.

Options for electoral registration in Great Britain
47. The question remains of how far it is necessary to change the existing electoral system.
We note that a significant majority of respondents to our inquiry expressed views in favour
of individual registration. This was as true of the political parties (albeit with reservations
84
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about the speed of implementation on the part of the Labour party) as of those
representing groups with special needs, such as the elderly or disabled people, and the hard
to reach groups, such as young people and ethnic minorities. Strong support also came
from the Electoral Commission, the Information Commissioner and some EROs. Indeed,
opposition to the introduction of individual registration came mainly from the
representatives of electoral administrators, and then generally on practical grounds of
administrative difficulties in its initial phase.
48. It is essential that the whole of the UK learns from the example of Northern Ireland and
that successful efforts are made to address the problems of decline in registration rates
experienced there. A strong case can be made for a change to individual registration,
which should be addressed. We have identified four options for moving forward:
x

Introduce individual registration by a set date. We understand from electoral
administrators that this could be done after two years’ notice, allowing time and
funding to enable local authorities to handle the transition

x

Accept the principle that a move to individual registration would be desirable
but with no date set for implementation

x

Adapt the existing system by requiring individual signature on household
forms

x

Let the system evolve as it has done in recent years, maintaining occupier
responsibility while new methods fill gaps in registration.

We recommend that the Government consult on these options. The advantages and
disadvantages of each should be set out even-handedly.
49. In the rest of this report, we turn our attention to detailed issues within the electoral
registration system. Many of these are matters which should be addressed whether or not
the basic system is altered. A change to individual registration would, however, provide a
platform for the introduction of many other reforms which would improve the
performance of the electoral registration system against the criteria we have identified. In
this context, we discuss these issues mainly from the perspective of the introduction of
individual registration.
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3 Encouraging Registration
The problem of non-registration
50. The principal concern affecting the introduction of individual registration is that it
would have a depressing effect upon registration rates, both at the outset when the register
would be cleansed by cutting out names which should not be there and in subsequent years
as people did not bother to register their details. High levels of non-registration could have
significant outcomes. It would mean that an increasing proportion of the population was
unable to exercise their democratic rights during elections, calling into question the validity
of the results in representing the will of the local community. It could also lead to
distortions in the drawing-up of Parliamentary constituencies which are largely based on
the size of the register. Should fewer people register, a Member of Parliament might find
him or herself with a remarkably high caseload as a result of the actual population of the
constituency being far greater than would appear from those registered to vote.
51. The problem of non-registration is one which is already worsening. The Parliamentary
Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, asserted that “we have the best
registration levels of anywhere in the world”.91 Apart from the obvious examples of
countries where registration is compulsory and automatic, there is reason to doubt that this
is the case. The most recent estimate we have is that in 1991, 93% of those eligible to vote in
Britain were registered,92 but beneath this headline figure, there is a more worrying picture
where “non-registration rates appear to vary by geographical area, by age, ethnicity and
property ownership/tenure”.93 Of course, several factors will apply in some individual
cases but in general those less likely to be registered are: men; those living in London; those
living in urban areas and areas of economic deprivation; those aged 17 to 24; those in
privately rented accommodation; and those from black and minority ethnic
communities.94 This last category should not be treated as a homogeneous group as there
are significant variations within it, from some of the highest levels to the lowest. Analysis of
the 1997 election, based on a relatively small sample, found registration levels of 96% for
people of black Caribbean origin, 96.9% for white, 96.9% for Indian, 90.2% for Pakistani,
91.3% for Bangladeshi and 87.1% for black African.95
52. The Electoral Commission summarised the reasons for not registering, as follows:
x

Disengagement from the political process and politics generally;

x

Avoiding “the authorities”;

x

Concern about the use of the register – the fact that the register is for purposes
other than electoral purposes only;
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x

The lack of a facility for anonymous registration; and

x

Assumption that data provided to one part of the local authority (eg council tax)
will automatically lead to the electoral roll being updated or resentment by some
members of the public to supplying their details to different council departments.96

Among BME communities reasons given to researchers for non-registration include
newness, language difficulty, alienation, concerns about anonymity and confidentiality,
fear of harassment, fear of officialdom, administrative inefficiency and doubts about
residence status.97 For some other groups, the difficulty of filling in forms, or even
knowing what the form might be, present significant barriers. It is also be the case that,
particularly in houses of multiple occupation, those where the inhabitants change
frequently or those inhabited by young people, forms are likely to be lost or ignored. A
further factor in non-registration which must be taken into account is the attitude and
policy of the ERO for a particular area and the effectiveness and comprehensiveness of the
canvass undertaken.98
53. Understanding the factors behind the registration rates is vital in developing strategies
to encourage registration, and to ensure that the rates do not fall further than necessary,
should individual registration be introduced. We note that there appears to be very little
recent, up to date research available into registration rates and the reasons for nonregistration. Most of the figures quoted are from data collected in 1991. We therefore note
with interest that both the Government and the Electoral Commission are currently
undertaking major research projects into this area. The Government-sponsored work
consists of two strands:
There is a qualitative piece of research trying to get into the minds of individuals who
perhaps do not register actively. What puts them off from registering? That is due to
be completed some time around April [2005]. Also, there is a more quantitative piece
of research to look at numbers and shifts in terms of volumes of persons who have
registered historically and who do not register now. That is still in progress.99
Meanwhile, the Electoral Commission is working on a triple-stranded project:
Firstly, the Commission is currently retaining ONS to conduct a `register check`
using 2001 Census data in order to produce accurate estimates for the proportion of
those eligible that are actually registered to vote, as well as estimates for registration
rates among key sub-groups
Secondly, the Commission is conducting desk research and case studies in-house.
This includes selecting local authorities (against a range of different variables) for indepth interviews with electoral registration staff in order to explore, among other
things, reasons for non-registration and the impact of rolling registration on
registration rates
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Thirdly, the Commission has procured qualitative and quantitative public opinion
work, to further measure and explore public attitudes and behaviour in relation to
registration.100
This research will be published in a final report after April when the ONS’s report is
expected to be received by the Electoral Commission.101 We look forward to the
publication of the research findings from both the Government and Electoral
Commission into the extent of and reasons for non-registration. We expect both bodies
to use these findings to inform their development of strategies to increase the levels of
registration. We expect the ONS to have used corrected and amended 2001 Census
information for this study. We now turn our attention to examine such strategies,
including those connected with the compilation of the register, notification and
identification of potential registrants, compulsory registration, special measures to
encourage and assist certain groups, educational and public awareness strategies and the
role of local authorities in promoting registration.

Compilation of the register
54. One of the main features of the current system of household registration is the annual
canvass of all households, conducted by the local ERO. Many of the concerns expressed by
EROs about a possible move to individual registration have been based on the assumption
that the annual canvass would remain, with all the difficulties in locating electors which
this would entail. Indeed, in its report on The electoral registration process, the Electoral
Commission recommended the retention of the annual canvass under individual
registration as an interim measure.102 The Commission’s thinking on this issue, however,
has altered since the publication of that report, and in its written evidence to this inquiry it
suggested that, instead, the frequency of the annual canvass might be reduced, “thereby
placing more incentive on electors to utilise the individual-based ‘rolling registration’
arrangements and enabling resources to be re-directed towards canvassing underrepresented groups.”103 This would reflect the revised position in Northern Ireland where
the Government has decided to abolish the annual canvass and concentrate resources on
recruiting the hard to reach groups with the aim of increasing registration rates. Under this
system, names would be retained on the register until the next canvass or audit or until the
individual informed the local authority of a change in their circumstances.
55. There was some disquiet among witnesses at the prospect of the end of the annual
canvass. For example, the RNIB had concerns that, in its absence, blind and partially
sighted people would not be aware that they had received forms, let alone be able to
complete the form without assistance.104 This difficulty could be addressed through the
directing of more resources to help this particular group, once they had been identified by
the ERO. The political parties too felt that there was value in retaining the annual canvass
because it “put the onus on local authorities to make an effort once a year in order to make
100

Ev 79 , HC243-II [Electoral Commission]

101

Ev 82, HC243-III [Electoral Commission]

102

The Electoral Commission, The electoral registration process (May 2003)

103

Ev 9, para 4.20 , HC243-II [Electoral Commission]

104

Ev 69, para 3.1, HC243-II [RNIB]

28

Electoral Registration

sure their register is accurate”.105 The Conservative party related this to the removal of
excess names from the register and the Liberal Democrats referred also to checks on
changes in property, ie new build and demolitions.106 By contrast, the Executive Director of
the Association of Electoral Administrators believed that the increasing difficulties in
conducting the annual canvass and the consequent impact of that on accuracy levels meant
that “if individual registration was robust and secure, the electorate were aware of it and
knew exactly what they should be doing, I do not see the need for an annual audit; a threeyearly or four-yearly audit would be sufficient.”107 The Local Government Association
called for EROs to have discretion to decide how to compile the register and whether to
continue with an annual canvass or move towards an audit process, with “the discretion to
retain the names of those who have not re-registered for two years if they have reason to
believe that those people are in fact resident at that address”.108
56. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, pointed
out that in England and Wales it was already the case that “if somebody fills in a form one
October, they can stay on that register not just until the following year but for a further
year at the discretion of the electoral registration officer, on the basis that it would be
perhaps too onerous and too stringent to take persons off straight away, after one year”.109
He was hoping that the research into non-registration would help inform the Department
whether the requirement to fill in annual form was a significant factor in people’s decisions
not to register, and hence help the Government to decide whether the balance was in
favour of keeping a carry-over mechanism at the expense of an annual canvass from
scratch.110 We note by way of caution that carry-over of postal votes may have its own
dangers, with ballot forms being issued to individuals who are no longer resident at the
address given in the register. This may need to be taken into account in devising
appropriate safeguards for carrying over registrations from one year to the next. In general,
we see merit in the idea of the carry-over mechanism and in using resources to target
under-represented areas or groups, rather than households which have remained static
over a long period of time. A periodic audit, say every three or four years, would be
required to ensure that the register was accurate but the doubts over the effectiveness of
the current annual audit make us question whether this is the best approach to adopt.
We also see merit in giving flexibility to local EROs to determine how best to canvass
their areas, subject to overarching guidelines by the Government and Electoral
Commission on maximum periods between audits. We recommend that if individual
registration is adopted, the requirement for an annual comprehensive canvass be
replaced by an obligation to conduct an audit of the full register every three years or a
third each year, though not necessarily at any fixed time during the year.
57. As we have seen, one potential factor in variation in registration rates is the different
attitude of EROs and local authorities towards compiling the electoral register in their area.
The Labour party called for the Electoral Commission to “lay down and monitor basic
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standards of canvass to which local authorities must adhere if they are to have discharged
their responsibilities, alongside sanctions to ensure compliance”.111 These should extend to
“a formal performance monitoring system on registration rates” and “consistent standards
on carry-over of names from non-responding households”.112 Less onerously, the Scottish
Assessors Association argued that “best practice guidelines for canvassing and obtaining
changes in registration should be developed and followed by the Electoral Commission in
consultation with EROs”.113
58. In the past the Electoral Commission has made recommendations “regarding the
introduction of national performance standards for electoral services, including
registration”, which if accepted “should provide the basis for more effective future scrutiny
and performance management, whilst retaining local discretion on exactly how these
standards are met.”114 The Government’s response to these recommendations was less
than enthusiastic: it had “no objections to formalise” the role which the Electoral
Commission already undertook on an informal basis but “such a role will need to be
considered in relation to the existing Local Government Comprehensive Performance
Assessment (CPA) scheme”.115 We note, however, that the “electoral registration is not a
specific area of focus within CPA” when the Audit Commission is examining the work of
councils.116 We believe that there is a need for best practice guidelines for local authorities
on compiling the register, particularly but not exclusively in the circumstances of a change
to individual registration. We also believe that performance in an area as important as
electoral registration should be monitored if we wish to tackle the low levels of registration
in some areas and communities. We recommend that the Electoral Commission, in
consultation with EROs, produce mandatory best practice guidelines for local
authorities to follow in the compilation of electoral registers and that the Commission
be charged with monitoring compliance with these guidelines.

Notification by electors and data-sharing
59. Individual registration would place greater responsibility upon electors to notify the
ERO not just of their details upon initial entry on the register but also of changes in their
circumstances, such as moving house, changing name or gaining eligibility through
attaining the age of 18 or taking British citizenship. Under rolling registration, it is already
possible to change registration entries at any time of the year (apart from the three month
closed period around the annual canvass). In order to achieve the highest possible rate of
registration and the greatest accuracy of the register, the aim should be to make it
commonplace for electors to notify changes as a matter of course. To make this easier and
to reduce the burden it represents, the process of registration in such circumstances should
be simplified. We discuss further below new ways of registering and the issue of
compulsion which is clearly of relevance here.
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60. There is huge potential in widening access by EROs to information which would enable
them to identify electors who need to change their records who could then be either issued
with reminders or automatically registered. EROs currently have the power to inspect
records kept by the local council which appointed them and those kept by a registrar of
births, deaths and marriages.117 These powers are quite limited, especially compared to the
scope for data-sharing with other public bodies demonstrated by the Australian Electoral
Commission, among others. It is clear that if more information was available to EROs to
indicate likely cases where records needed to be added or amended, then their efforts could
be better targeted. The likely effectiveness of such an approach can be seen in the example
of post office redirection forms: the Electoral Commission told us that by using this
information they had brought in “50,000-odd new registrations” in the last “six or eight
months”.118
61. There are two levels in which data-sharing in order to identify individuals whose
records needed updating could work. First, an array of organisations who hold details of
changes in address or other circumstances could be either charged with the duty or merely
encouraged to remind any eligible person of their obligation to register with the local
authority for electoral purposes. Such organisations could range from schools to estate
agents to TV Licensing, the utility companies and the DVLA. At its simplest these bodies
could inform relevant individuals of how to change their registration, or could, where
applicable, enclose a registration form with their acknowledgement of notification of a
change in address or name. Such reminders would act to educate the public of their
responsibilities, as well as to encourage the view of electoral registration as another task
involved when moving house. Under this system the onus would remain on the individual
to notify the ERO. We recommend that the Electoral Commission work with the
professional bodies representing estate agents and conveyancers, the Land Registry, the
utilities, the DVLA, TV Licensing and schools to develop promotional materials and
strategies by which these bodies could help reach eligible electors who need to change
their registration or register for the first time.
62. Secondly, there could be greater use of data-sharing between government departments
or other public bodies and the electoral registration system. New powers could be given to
EROs to access data held by other departments in order to target their own efforts. This
would allow them to act proactively in sending out new registration forms to individuals
identified from other databases. This would be particularly useful in cases where no
records were previously held, for example, on those newly attaining voting age or those
who had never registered to vote. The Government could consider using child benefit
records to enable EROs to contact young people as they approach registration age. In its
written evidence to us, the DVLA expressed caution about the data protection implications
of such a move, adding that “previous legal advice has indicated that specific legal powers
would be required in order to process personal data for reasons not compatible with the
purposes for which the data was collected and held under statute”.119 When pressed for his
views, the Deputy Information Commissioner stated that he would not want to dispute
“that access to information should be made available in order to ensure a good and
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accurate electoral roll”.120 Whilst “it might well be that legislation is necessary”, the
Information Commissioner’s office “certainly do not say that this is objectionable in
principle and should be ruled out”.121
63. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, agreed that
“there was scope to make things simpler for the public at large, whilst respecting the basics
of data protection principles” in the context of data-sharing across Government.122 He
pointed to the Citizen Information project (CIP), which is looking at data-sharing across
all departments, as the way forward.123 At the moment, according to the Registrar General
for England and Wales who is responsible for the project, “there is no direct relationship
between CIP and Voter Registration”, although there is “a willingness” on the part of the
Home Office “to examine how the ID Cards scheme can offer benefits to a future Voter
Registration scheme.”124 We believe that it is not sufficient for the Department for
Constitutional Affairs to “keep an eye on that project and plug into it”.125 We recommend
that the Department for Constitutional Affairs and ODPM explore with the ONS, as a
matter of urgency, ways in which the electoral registration may benefit from the Citizen
Information Project in order that the requirements of electoral registration may be
built into the project from the start. We also recommend that the Government clarify
the data protection implications of allowing EROs greater access to data held by other
public bodies and government departments and that any necessary legislation is
brought forward to permit such access to EROs for the purposes of maintaining the
electoral register, specifying which public and private bodies are under a statutory
obligation to inform EROs of changes of address.
64. In the course of evidence, it was also suggested to us by the Association of Electoral
Administrators that the information supplied by individuals to a local authority should be
consolidated so that one application is made for all the services provided by the council.126
The Association of Electoral Administrators Executive Director told us: “I do not think
there is any reason why [someone new to the area who signs up for council tax] should not
have the ability, through that registration process, to sign up for electoral registration, to
get their library card, to get their leisure pass, to get whatever else the local authority can
provide”.127 The Electoral Commission support this ‘one stop shop’ approach for notifying
councils, describing in as “the ultimate goal”.128 Pamela Gordon, one of the
Commissioners, told us that people already assume this is the case: “They assume when
they move house and they are signed up for council tax, that information will go directly to
the registration officer”.129 There are data protection issues here but the Deputy
Information Commissioner told us that, although they might want to comment on data
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protection safeguards, this was “certainly something the Information Commissioner would
not object to”.130 The Minister for Local and Regional Government and Fire, ODPM,
described such sharing of information at council level as “very much part of the ongoing
discussion.”131 He believed, however, that “it almost certainly will need legislation”.132 We
recommend that the Government clarify the data protection issues involved in a ‘one
stop shop’ for registering with councils for electoral, council tax and other purposes
and bring forward the necessary legislation as soon as possible. This is an issue which is
as relevant under the current system of rolling registration as it would be under any
future system of individual registration and it is one which can only be seen as helpful
to the elector and therefore likely to increase registration levels.

Deadline for registration
65. The Electoral Commission recommended in its report on Voting for change: An
electoral law modernisation programme that the last date for registration should be moved
so that it is normally the close of nominations (ie, the sixth day after the date of the
proclamation summoning a new parliament for a General Election and eleven days before
polling day). At the moment, by the time an election is announced, it is already too late for
a potential elector to register to vote. For example, the last date by which the registration
could be effected for any election to be held on 5 May 2005 was 11 March. Given that the
publicity surrounding an election may act as a spur to get people interested in the process,
it is unfortunate to say the least that they are then denied the opportunity of getting
involved. There is general agreement that the Electoral Commission’s proposal is correct.
Although some would advocate registration on the day itself as in certain states in the
USA,133 many, including the other two main parties and the electoral administrators, would
accept the Labour party’s argument that “the electorate for a particular election should be
essentially known and fixed for the period of the formal legal campaign” and that the close
of nominations was the most appropriate point for the cut-off.134 The counter-argument
would be that late registration encourages participation and would be limited to very low
numbers if stringent conditions were attached to it. The Government has accepted the
Electoral Commission’s recommendation on the change in deadline but has not moved to
implement it.135 The Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional
Affairs, told us that this would need legislation,136 later clarified as primary legislation.137
We recommend that the necessary legislation be brought forward to implement a later
closing date for registration prior to an election in time for the next local elections in
2006.
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Compulsory registration and incentives
66. The question of whether registration is compulsory in the UK is a debateable one. The
Government’s view, as expressed in its memorandum to us, is that “registration is, in effect,
compulsory at the time of a canvass”.138 This is because it is an offence, punishable by a
fine of up to £1000, to fail to supply information to a registration officer when requested or
to supply false information. The Electoral Commission, on the other hand, describe the
present situation as “a curious hybrid of compulsion and voluntarism,” since there is no
compulsion to register under rolling registration (and no offence of providing false
information when doing so).139 In addition, the penalty is barely used and the current
sanction is regarded by many as “largely unworkable”.140 The Commission is not in favour
of applying the sanctions more rigorously but of spending resources on “programmes and
initiatives designed to encourage and educate about the importance of registration, rather
than focused on deterrents for non-compliance with regard to the return of the annual
canvass form.”141
67. The Electoral Commission also pointed out that the introduction of individual
registration would have an impact on the compulsory nature of the system by making it
“appropriate to apply the current sanction for failure to provide information or false
information to individuals rather than householders as at present.”142 The Information
Commissioner held that “this would in effect constitute a compulsion for individuals to
provide information about themselves”, thereby emphasising “the need for effective
safeguards against use of the information for unwarranted purposes”.143
68. The majority view amongst those contributing to our inquiry was that there was no
pressing need for change in this area, although it was generally recognised that
enforcement was the issue rather than compulsion and that it was too expensive to enforce
anyway.144 The Association of Electoral Administrators argued strongly that “it would be
far too time-consuming [for prosecutions for non-provision of information] to be
undertaken on a much larger basis, and it does not have any perceived effect on others.”145
Nevertheless, the Association did argue for the extension of compulsion to rolling
registration: “There could be a case for a change in legislation to require all electors who
change address to report, in person, by post or electronically to the relevant local authority
to ensure that they register for services including electoral registration.”146 Their Scottish
equivalents, the Scottish Assessors Association, were also in favour of “a new offence of
failure to register,” which “might ultimately have the effect of increasing the completeness
of the register”.147 That Association also considered that “increasing fines and/or penalties
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to a level sufficiently high to encourage voters to register may have an effect if at the same
time prosecutions/levies were pursued to give a clear message to people who have not
complied.”148 Support for a tougher line came from the Electoral Reform Society which
wanted “a significantly lower level of tolerance for those who fail to correctly complete (or
fail to complete at all) a registration form”, with “a presumption in favour of
prosecution.”149
69. On balance, we agree with the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for
Constitutional Affairs, that “if an electoral registration officer spent all his or her time
prosecuting individuals for non-registration, very soon [the] resources of that registration
officer would be used up so there would not be much left available to promote proactive
registration amongst the wider population.”150 There is little point in EROs chasing up
people who have no interest in or in fact an ideological objection to registering. One way
round this last point could be to adopt the suggestion made by the Scottish Assessors
Association that return of the form be compulsory but that electors be allowed to indicate
that they do not wish to register.151 This may be worth pursuing in the wider context of
modernisation of the electoral process. The anomaly between household and rolling
registration in terms of compulsion and offences, however, should be addressed. We
recommend that the Government consult on whether there should be a new
compulsion to register with the local ERO under rolling registration, and if so, how this
would work. This consultation should also examine whether the current penalties are
adequate. We also recommend that legislation provide similar penalties for the
provision of false information as apply to the annual canvass for the provision of false
information to an ERO under rolling registration.
70. We turn to consider incentives to vote. These can take many forms, both official and
incidental. For example, at least one council will only issue parking permits to those on the
electoral register. Many other councils advertise the fact that the register is used by credit
reference agencies in order to persuade people to sign up. One such agency, Experian,
argued that “registration is likely to be higher if the individuals themselves believe there to
be an advantage to them in doing so”.152 They suggested that linking the register to
eligibility checks for benefits, for example, might act as an incentive to those who do not
use credit or internet shopping services.153 We have also heard much about the incentive to
register created by the use of the register by mobile phone companies for checking
purposes, but, as the Director of Operation Black Vote warned us, “that did not translate
into voting”.154 We have similar doubts over the efficacy of offering “a refund of, say, £10
or £20 on Council Tax”, as cited by one witness as a more radical strategy.155 On balance,
we consider that most incentives directly linked to registration could only be seen as
gimmicks and run the risk of undermining the integrity and dignity of the system.
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Educational strategies and public awareness
71. Should the Government decide to introduce individual registration or to make any
significant alterations to the system of electoral registration in Great Britain, it would be
essential that the change be preceded and accompanied by intense publicity campaigns and
strategies aimed at educating the public in the intricacies of the new system. Even without
such major changes, however, we are concerned that more needs to be done to raise public
awareness of how to register and to persuade particularly young and disaffected voters of
the value of doing so. Both general and tightly-targeted campaigns would be needed.
72. The national body with responsibility for promoting participation in the electoral
process is the Electoral Commission. In its memorandum to this inquiry, it set out its
strategy for fulfilling this role.156 In addition to producing registration forms and
information leaflets, it undertakes a twin-stranded programme of promotional activity.
The first strand of its work is aimed at reminding the entire electorate to check that they
are registered prior to a forthcoming elections or referendum. The second strand is
composed of “micro-campaigns targeted at tightly-defined and often hard to reach areas of
populations”, such as students, those moving home, overseas voters and service voters.157
The campaigns use a variety of media and encourage people to register at any time of the
year. For example, the Commission has on-line advertising on home-mover websites
aimed at reminding visitors to those sites of the need to register with the local ERO.158 Six
thousand people clicked the link in the spring 2004 micro-campaign targeted at homemovers. The Commission also has an outreach programme which works “to encourage
registration specifically among young people aged 16-24 outside formal education”.159 In
relation to the 2004 European parliamentary elections this programme included “the Box”
tour of Great Britain, which resulted in over 1000 registrations among young people.160
The research does not yet exist to show the relative size of this increase in registration
among this age group but to put the result in context, research after the 2001 General
Election indicated that 10 per cent of non-voters aged between 18 and 24 were not
registered on the electoral roll.161
73. The Box roadshow was praised in evidence to us by the British Youth Council as a
positive example of the Commission taking its message to hard to reach groups, rather
than waiting for members of such groups to approach them.162 Other examples of local
initiatives were the city-wide youth council in Plymouth and a town-wide youth forum in
Leighton Buzzard.163 The important feature to note about such activities is that they
involve some young people in issues in which they are directly interested. Both the British
Youth Council and Operation Black Vote underlined this point, particularly in the context
of educating schoolchildren in the process.164 The Head of Citizenship and Development
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of the BYC stressed the importance of working through “organisations that focus on trying
to improve life in society for hard to reach and socially excluded groups [who] have a better
mechanism of reaching out to those people.”165 This message was echoed by Mr Wooley of
Operation Black Vote who believed that “engaging with NGOs and grassroots
organisations is probably the key route to engage with the ‘hard to reach’”.166 In addition,
he agreed with the suggestion, put forward by the Association of Electoral
Administrators,167 that it would be “a good idea” to employ canvassers belonging to the
same community as the electors they are helping to register.168
74. When asked, witnesses were agreed that campaigns to educate and inform the public
about individual registration should be run at national level by the Electoral Commission,
although there is room for more locally-focused activities as well, with the proviso that
these meet certain standards and are properly financed. Mr Monks of SOLACE, for
example, argued that “either you have to have national campaigns or some sort of model
that local authorities have to work off”.169 In the latter case, it would be the Electoral
Commission which bore the responsibility for setting such standards. There was
agreement that campaigns run with the help of more grassroots organisations could be
more successful in reaching certain groups of society. Ministers in oral evidence to us were
amenable to the concept of engaging such organisations in registration, provided that “the
Electoral Commission should be in the lead on this because … there can always be a
suspicion, if you have targeted campaigns focusing on one particular section of the
community, that this may be motivated by a perception, whether right or wrong, that that
particular group may be more likely to vote for one party or another.”170
75. We stress the importance of effective educational strategies and promotional activities
in raising awareness of the importance of registering. Whether in the specific context of
trying to mitigate the depressing effect of individual registration upon the numbers on the
register, as demonstrated in Northern Ireland, or in the general context of the seemingly
long-term trend in declining numbers under the current system, it is vital to reengage the
public with the electoral and political process. This is particularly true of the hard to reach
groups. As Mr Wooley of Operation Black Vote told us in the context of using new
technology to encourage registration, “it misses the point. We can tweak the system
however much we like, but unless we are making the political case people will not register
to vote or vote.”171
76. Imaginative campaigns to promote registration are needed, run at national, local
and community levels; they must be adequately funded; and they must draw upon all
available expertise. We agree with witnesses that the Electoral Commission is the right
body to oversee general and micro campaigns on registration and we note some of the
more imaginative ways in which they are undertaking this role. At a local level,
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campaigns need to respond fully to local circumstances. Local authorities should act
with some degree of latitude under best practice guidelines. These guidelines should
include the recruitment and use of canvassers from the communities which they serve.
We are particularly keen to see the Commission’s work with grassroots organisations
expanded. We note that the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for
Constitutional Affairs, indicated that “we will look with an open mind at any applications
or proposals that the Electoral Commission come forward with” for financial resources for
work with grassroots organisations.172 We recommend that the Electoral Commission
consult widely on ideas for work with grassroots organisations aimed at encouraging
registration among hard to reach groups and use Government funding for the most
promising proposals.
The role of Electoral Registration Officers in promoting registration
77. The Electoral Commission raised with us both the importance of the role EROs can
play in encouraging registration and the consequent concern created in this regard by the
“divergence of views among Electoral Registration Officers as to how far they should go in
promoting registration, especially in targeting traditionally under-represented groups”.173
Some EROs have reported to the Commission that targeted campaigning would be seen as
political. This was reflected in the views expressed to us by SOLACE, representing the
Chief Executives of local authorities, and by the Scottish Assessors Association.174 Their
fears are not entirely groundless, as demonstrated by the evidence given by the Labour
party that, in order to “remove any concerns about political bias”, it was necessary for the
Electoral Commission to agree national standards for targeting under-represented groups
by local authorities. 175
78. As a solution to this impasse, the Electoral Commission has recommended that the
Government clarify the legal position in relation to the powers of EROs to undertake
promotional work and if necessary to put this on a clear footing.176 The Government told
us that they “do not currently believe legislation is the best way forward in this area, but
will consider other mechanisms to encourage participation”.177 In any case, the
practitioners were “not sure whether simply putting a duty upon us is the answer” (Mr
Monks), and had further concerns that “the degree of proactivity equals greater cost”.178
Mr Monks of SOLACE thought that “perhaps this is a role for the Electoral Commission
rather than identifying the one particular individual who is targeting a certain group or
targeting a certain area to increase the registration”.179 We note that the Electoral
Commission has already taken steps to recommend that EROs review their promotional
strategies for electoral registration and adopt the best practice put forward by the
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Commission.180 It is clearly undesirable for the legal position of EROs to be ambiguous in
relation to such an important activity. This needs to be resolved. We recommend that the
Government issue a clear statement of the legal position of EROs in relation to the
promotion of registration. This would be necessary even if only to allow EROs to follow
with confidence Electoral Commission guidelines. We support the Electoral
Commission’s recommendation that EROs adopt the best practice put forward in the
Commission’s report Making an Impact: the local promotion of electoral issues (2002).
The two measures taken together should ensure that EROs may take a more direct role
in encouraging registration in an effective way without imperilling their political
neutrality.

Groups with special interests
79. There are identifiable groups which might have particular or special needs following a
move to individual registration. These include the disabled, the elderly, those who are
unable to fill in forms, those with language difficulties and residents of care homes or other
institutions, including halls of residence. To a certain extent, some of these groups already
experience difficulties under the current system. But a move from household registration,
where it is acceptable for someone else to take responsibility for completing the form, to
individual registration might impose an additional burden. These groups cannot be
dismissed as minorities: there are an average 13,400 disabled voters in each parliamentary
constituency, for example, and in 2002 there were 9.5 million people aged 65 and over in
the UK.181
80. In general, those representing special interest groups were supportive of a move to
individual registration, especially by enabling registration and voting by more accessible
means,182 but there was also strong agreement that an exceptions service would be needed
to assist those who required extra help.183 The RNIB argued that individual registration
would help the provision and targeting of such a service because “it could register
individual access needs and, hopefully, make sure that all the material, in terms of polling
cards and things, come in acceptable formats”.184 This would be as important to those with
language needs as to those with physical or mental disabilities. We are pleased that the
Government has been consulting organisations representing the disabled community on
changes to the electoral system. We recommend that the Electoral Commission in
conjunction with groups representing those with disabilities draw up best practice
guidelines for the registration of such people with special needs, including details of
what should be offered through an exceptions service and the means by which electors
may indicate on the registration form the type of assistance which they require.
81. There may be particular difficulties over enabling others to sign a form on behalf of
those unable to do so. Under rolling registration, only the applicant is allowed to sign the
declaration, although we are told that administrators currently use a variety of methods to
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overcome this problem and permit registration.185 We recommend that, in the event of
individual registration being adopted, the circumstances in which a representative
should be permitted to sign a form on an elector’s behalf be made clear. Mencap raised
further concerns about the information made available in Northern Ireland where attestors
are able to complete forms on behalf of those who cannot do so because of learning
difficulties.186 We recognise the need for clearer information to be provided to attestors
on their responsibilities under electoral law and see also a requirement for specialised
promotion campaigns aimed both at electors with special needs and their carers or
representatives.
82. Care homes or other places where traditionally a warden or manager has completed
one form for a large number of residents present a particular challenge to individual
registration in terms not only of canvassing but of introducing a wholesale change in
culture. As we have noted earlier, one of the arguments in favour of individual registration
is the data protection concern that wardens of larger institutions may be unable to consult
all inhabitants before completing the form as to their preferences with regard to opting out
of the full register. Nevertheless, there are clearly logistical difficulties in treating each
inhabitant as an individual for the purposes of registration, and numbers of those
registering from such places are likely to fall unless some remedial action is taken. This is
likely to be the case where young people in hostels or students in halls of residence are
concerned. One solution would be for the ERO to “send multiple copies of the registration
form to premises in multiple occupation”, with display material provided reminding
people of their obligation to register.187 The Scottish Assessors Association proposed that
the registration system remain as it is for residents in such types of institutions.188
However, Help The Aged had no “strong objections to it being moved to an individual
basis,”189 and the Electoral Commission saw only the advantages for individual registration
in such cases.190 We recognise that careful consideration needs to be given to how
registration from residential homes is managed in order to achieve the maximum possible
levels. We recommend that the Electoral Commission produce best practice guidelines
to be followed by local authorities and test promotional strategies to target residents
and managers of residential accommodation to ensure registration levels do not fall.
Service voters
83. In its report on Postal Voting, the ODPM Committee raised the issue of the changes to
the registration process followed by armed forces personnel since the introduction of the
Representation of the People Act 2000. Prior to the implementation of the Act, service
personnel were enrolled on the Service register for the entire period of their service. Since
2000 it has been the responsibility of the individual to register themselves. There are
various ways in which they may do so which makes it difficult to assess how many
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personnel are now registered,191 but it is generally accepted that the numbers have fallen
significantly and there is growing concern on the issue, as shown in parliamentary debates
and questions.
84. The Ministry of Defence submitted a memorandum to this inquiry, setting out how it
intends to encourage registration.192 The Electoral Commission is also playing a role in
working with the MoD to reach this particular group of hard to reach electors. It is unlikely
that electoral registration will be at the forefront of the minds of service personnel,
especially those on active service. It is therefore essential that the MoD plays an active role
in encouraging them to register. We are not impressed by the MoD’s efforts so far. We
expect the MoD to monitor the effectiveness of its revised Defence Council Instruction
issued in late January 2005 on electoral registration and report the results to
Parliament. It is already too late for service personnel to register for the local elections
or any general election on 5 May 2005, but we recommend that the MoD adopt a policy
of issuing annual individual registration forms to each service person to encourage
them to register. We expect the MoD to look into the issue of electoral registration
among service personnel as a matter of urgency and we urge the relevant select
committees in the next parliament to follow it up.
Overseas voters
85. Whilst strictly outside our terms of reference, the issue of the registration of overseas
voters was raised during our inquiry. Individual registration already applies to overseas
voters and concern has been expressed that the numbers of those who opt to register are
very small. The difference in circumstances and likely motivation make it impossible to
read across from this experience to the impact of individual registration on participation
rates in Great Britain as a whole. Nevertheless, overseas electors are entitled to register and
vote and they should be given every opportunity to do so. The Chairman of the Electoral
Commission told us that it was not satisfied with the present situation and outlined
measures which the Commission was taking to address the issue.193
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4 Personal Identifiers and Security
86. Apart from signing the registration form, there is no requirement under the present
system for either a head of household or an individual to prove their identity. Individual
registration could make a significant contribution to cutting fraud by requiring the
provision of personal identifiers to prove eligibility to vote. This matter is closely linked to
the requirement for greater security measures to ensure that a voter is who they claim to be
under electronic or postal registration and also to the suggestion that electors should be
required to produce proof of their identity at the ballot box.
87. In Northern Ireland electors are required when applying for registration to provide
their name, date of birth, address, national insurance number and signature. Upon voting,
they must produce one of four forms of photo identification, with special electoral cards
available for those who do not possess the three most common forms (passport, driving
licence or senior SmartPass). These requirements were laid down in the context of
combating fraud in the electoral process.
88. When the Electoral Commission came to make recommendations on introducing
individual registration to the rest of the UK, it decided that the only necessary identifiers
would be name, date of birth, location-identifer (ie address, declaration of local connection
or service declaration), signature and unique registration number.194 The unique
registration number would be allocated to an individual upon first registration and would
remain the same whatever their change in circumstances.
89. There was no dissent among witnesses over the principle of providing personal
identifiers when registering, only about what they should be and the criteria for that
decision. The Government’s memorandum told us merely that “we have looked at the
issues around the use of addresses, NI numbers and birth dates, and will continue to do as
part of our continuing work on the registration system”.195 In oral evidence, however,
Ministers implied that the choice of personal identifiers was one of “the principles of the
mechanism that we can use for individual registration” which had to be decided before
decisions could be taken on its introduction.196 The Parliamentary Under-Secretary,
Department for Constitutional Affairs, asserted that “if we have a system of individual
registration that requires pin numbers or specific passwords ... that is obviously of a
different character to a form of individual registration that perhaps rests on the signature
or a date of birth as the individual identifier.”197 Later he clarified that the considerations
were about how easy identifiers were for the individual to recall and how easily they could
be stored in the database held by EROs.198 We agree that these are important factors to be
considered in defining acceptable personal identifiers. We would also expect the issues of
ease of portability and checking, access for the disabled and others with specific difficulties
and compatibility with remote registration and voting to be taken into account. Finally, the
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Deputy Information Commissioner recommended that built into the system should be
safeguards of “narrowness of purpose, minimisation of the information and minimising
the information that appears on the public register and ... adequate security safeguards and
access rules about obtaining the remaining information”.199

Identifiers required at registration
90. There are certain identifiers which are clearly essential and beyond question and which
should be included in the registration form. The most obvious of these is name. We found
little disagreement over the inclusion of date of birth as well, although Help the Aged
pointed out that this could be difficult for refugee communities.200 Also in this category is
the provision of an address. Although individual registration would allow the compilation
of a register on a basis other than a geographical one, neither the Electoral Commission
nor any witness submitting evidence to this inquiry proposed this change. In these
circumstances, proof of connection to the locality would be an essential requirement of
registration, although it would not be a reliable proof of identity given the frequency with
which many people move home.
91. There are many supporters of the Northern Ireland system of adding national
insurance numbers to the list of identifiers, but reasons for support varied widely. The
Conservative party saw the possibility of verification of the NI number with the official
records as an important aspect in combating fraud,201 whilst the British Youth Council
argued that “the NI number is the only universal product provided by the state to all
citizens of voting age” and that its use “would reignite the debate around votes at 16, which
BYC support, as that is the age that citizens receive their NI number”.202 Meanwhile,
SOLACE put NI numbers forward as “a most attractive solution”.203
92. There are, however, difficulties with requiring national insurance numbers from
electors. Chief amongst these drawbacks is that the coverage of the NI number system is
not universal. For example, we were told that “many BME women will not have an NI
number, particularly Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Romany” women.204 The same would
apply to citizens of other EU countries.205 It is also well-known that duplicate numbers
exist and indeed that there are more NI numbers in circulation than people requiring
them, which might create opportunities for fraud, at least in theory. We note that the credit
reference agencies have agreed criteria with the Information Commissioner for “the most
robust way to uniquely identify data” which expressly do not include NI numbers because
they are “duplicated and reused”.206 As far as people with disabilities are concerned, Scope
argued that “the use of National Insurance numbers ... would add a level of unnecessary
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complexity” and prove too great a change from the current system.207 More widely, the
request for this information could meet resistance from the public.208 On balance, we agree
with the Electoral Commission that it would not be necessary to include provision of a
National Insurance number as a requirement of registration in Great Britain.
93. On the face of it, signatures seem to meet most of the criteria necessary for robust
identifiers, being unique, memorable and portable. Their use was advocated by the
Electoral Reform Society as “the most logical identifier … personal to each elector”209 and
by Operation Black Vote.210 The Minister for Regional and Local Government and Fire,
ODPM, advocated the use of a signature as “one of the most effective aids to prevent and
uncover attempts at fraud” during postal voting.211 We note that it would be of little use as
security for remote registration or voting where a signature could not be entered
unchecked. Nevertheless, we believe that the inclusion of a signature in the list of
required identifiers is the correct approach. As a corollary, we would stress that the use
of signatures to prevent fraud is only as efficient as the checking mechanism employed
to compare registration forms with submitted postal votes. Where signatures are being
used, some effort must be made to check at least a sample. Otherwise, signatures
provide scant deterrence to fraud.
94. It may be suggested that in future identity cards may be used as a personal identifier for
electoral registration purposes. We have three reasons for rejecting this suggestion at this
stage. First, Parliament may decide not to make identity cards compulsory, thus limiting
their coverage. Secondly, there are categories of people who may be eligible to vote who
will not be required to hold identity cards, for example citizens of Ireland or
Commonwealth countries. Thirdly, the question of the electoral registration system in
Great Britain should not be put on hold while decisions are awaited on the development of
the identity card system.

Unique registration numbers
95. The Electoral Commission proposed that a unique registration number be allocated to
each elector to be used in addition to the personal identifiers provided by that elector upon
registration. The elector would not be required to remember his or her number since “the
individual identifiers would provide sufficient identification where necessary” to allow
EROs to access the records in order to make any necessary amendments.212 This proviso
answers many objections which could be raised to unique registration numbers. The
Scottish Assessors Association were strong advocates of this proposal, believing that it
“would greatly assist in the electoral process”. As examples of areas where a unique
reference would assist, the Association believed that
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it could be used in the process of confirming existing registration details by
electronic (or telephonic) means during canvass; it would be required for electronic
voting; it would assist in the referral of change information from third party sources
(Council Tax changes etc) if these other sources were to adopt the same identifier(s);
and it would assist in the confirmation of Absent Vote requests.213
Mr Lithgow of the Scottish Assessors Association further clarified in oral evidence that in
an electronic system it would provide the means to ensure that an elector who was
registered in two constituencies with the same number had not voted twice in the same
election.214 With a sufficiently sophisticated system, there is no reason why a unique
registration number could not accommodate the legal ability of a such an elector to vote
for different authorities in elections on the same day, where qualified to do so.
96. The Labour party’s memorandum expressed support for “a unique portable electoral
number similar to a National Insurance number” as part of the shift to a national
register.215 Ministers, however, were less enthusiastic, with the Parliamentary UnderSecretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, arguing that “We already have a sort of
unique reference number in terms of the polling district number and the electoral roll
number”.216 Whilst this is true and undoubtedly it could be used as part of “the verification
process between the receipt of e-mail traffic and confirmation and the individual sending
that information”,217 it does not meet the need for the number to be portable and hence
allocated to that individual for life. We believe that there is merit in the creation of a
scheme of unique individual identification numbers for electoral purposes, allocated
for life upon first registration, provided that they are used for administrative purposes
and do not create an additional burden on electors.

Security issues
97. Various means of ensuring the security of registration and of voting were suggested to
our inquiry. These included the use of PIN numbers and electoral registration cards, as
well as the less technologically-demanding signature. The issue of security measures has
not been of great moment previously in Great Britain because it has been assumed that the
level of fraud is low. This, however, is changing to some extent and the move towards
electronic forms of registration and of voting make the introduction of adequate security
measures a more pressing issue. We found some concern about a requirement that all
electors should use PINs as confirmation of their identity, specifically from among those
representing the elderly and disabled, although most suggested ways in which their
concerns should be met. For example, Sense recommended that the keypads “should be
designed to be as easy as possible for people with visual impairments to see”;218 Scope
wanted “the shortest [number] which could guarantee security”;219 and Mencap identified
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the need for help for those with a learning disability who found it difficult to remember
PIN numbers.220 These comments highlight the need for such groups to be involved in the
consultation on the development of requirements for security measures. Speaking on
behalf of the electoral administrators, the Association of Electoral Administrators
expressed the view that “PIN numbers are fine in principle as long as adequate and
additional identifiers are in place to validate the user’s entitlement”.221 The idea of an
electoral card, rejected by the Electoral Commission, found no notable support among
witnesses to our inquiry.
98. We recognise the validity of the view of the Minister for Regional and Local
Government and Fire, ODPM that “one of the tasks we have is to find a way forward
without producing an unnecessary proliferation of different secure forms of security”.222
Nevertheless, as he himself argued, “There are different factors to take into account in
terms of security between different types of voting”.223 In order to achieve multi-channel
voting and registration, it will therefore be necessary to adopt more than one type of
security measure. This means that not every voter should be allocated a PIN number, for
example, since this might only be applicable to those who wished to vote remotely,
although in devising a system of PIN numbers the needs of those who might be more
reluctant to use them should also be considered. We are persuaded that PIN numbers
might be necessary to ensure the security of electronic registration and voting where these
methods are used. They would work in conjunction with a unique registration number, in
the same way as a PIN number with a bank account number. We recommend that the
Government consult on the best means of developing and supporting an electoral PIN
number. Where signatures provide better security, as with postal votes, these should be
relied upon rather than PIN numbers which should not then be required of the elector.
99. Finally, on security matters, we note the suggestion of the Electoral Reform Society that
voters attending polling stations should sign for their ballot papers, creating a simple
means of checking for fraud and personation when put alongside a signature collected on a
registration form.224 This basic level of checking is not available under household
registration where no record is held by the authorities of individual signatures but we see
value in making it part of the move towards individual registration. We recommend that
under a system of individual registration there be a requirement for electors to sign for
ballot forms at polling stations. We do not recommend that any further means of
identification be required at that point in Great Britain.

Form of names on the register
100. A curiosity raised in evidence during this inquiry was that EROs are required to use
the official form of people’s names on the register. It was put to us by the Liberal Democrat
party that “electoral registration should as a matter of course request people’s preferred
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titles and also means of address”.225 In oral evidence, the three major parties agreed that
“salutation is desperately important”.226 The representative from the Liberal Democrat
party explained that they received far more complaints about this than any other electoral
issue.227 It would seem a simple matter to rectify and we recommend that the Government
enable EROs to compile the register on the basis of preferred names, whether this
requires a change in legislation or the issue of best practice guidelines. It would be
necessary to ensure that this change did not lead to registration under false or assumed
names which might make detection of bogus or multiple entries more difficult. To
address this difficulty, we further recommend that the preferred name permitted by
EROs be restricted to the commonly used name of the elector.
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5 Electronic Forms of Registration
101. Historically, the only means of registering for electoral purposes has been by
completing a paper form which is then passed back to the local ERO. Today, when many
people turn first to electronic means, either the telephone or the internet, to carry out
transactions of all kinds, this reliance on paper seems increasingly anachronistic and timeconsuming. In itself, this may discourage some from returning the form. It also makes the
system less accessible than it needs to be for voters and harder work for EROs in
transcribing forms onto a computer than would be the case with submissions from electors
in electronic form, although paper has the advantage that it provides a record if properly
managed and stored.
102. There have been some limited moves recently to increase the use of technology in
electoral registration. During the annual canvass, some local authorities permit households
to record that there are no changes to the information on Form A by automated telephone
systems or the internet. The memorandum from the Department for Constitutional Affairs
and ODPM reports that these authorities have found that up to a third of households
respond using these methods, with the result that they have earned “positive elector
feedback” and “cut down considerably on the administration involved in running the
annual canvass”.228 Away from the annual canvass, the Electoral Commission issues a
registration form via its website with details of the relevant local authority to which it must
be submitted in each case but these forms must then be printed off, signed and posted to
the local ERO. This does encourage registration during the year but it does more to
indicate the potential of an electronic system than to exploit the advantages currently
offered by the internet.
103. The Electoral Commission has recommended to the Government that “electoral
registers should be universally electronically maintained according to mandatory national
standards”.229 It further recommended that access to registration be broadened by enabling
electronic, online registration and in extending the opportunities for telephone registration
in order to log changes in registration details.230 These recommendations were made
dependent upon the introduction of individual registration and subject to piloting before
national implementation.231 In its evidence to us the Commission expanded on the
advantages it claimed for an electronic on line register. These are fourfold:
An electronic register is logistically and practically the only sensible way of achieving
a national register (see section VI below)
It would facilitate the introduction of greater choice for electors in voting location.
Paper-based records do not allow checks for duplication to be made except at a
single polling station but electronic records, updated in real time, would allow a voter
to vote at any polling station anywhere
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It would facilitate greater access to voting for disabled people by enabling them to
vote at the most accessible polling station
It would facilitate the further development of rolling registration by enabling the
register to be continuously updated, enhancing the security and accuracy of the
register.232
104. These are worthwhile goals in their own right, and the Commission’s view of the
advantages to be offered by electronic registration was shared by many of those who
submitted evidence to our inquiry.233 One group of Liberal Democrat and Labour party
councillors pointed out that “the flexibility of IT will enable the registration process to be
linked to a variety of Council applications and marketing tools” and that “the reduction in
paper, postage and staff resources will be substantial”.234 Those who raised concerns about
electronic registration did so more in the form of cautions than as arguments to prevent its
development. For example, the Association of Electoral Administrators accepted that “in
time people will expect [electronic application] to be the main registration method” and
agreed that it “can be faster, more efficient and cost-effective”.235 Yet they also pointed out
that there could be “concerns about accuracy and whether the system and data provided
remains secure” and “issues relating to data protection and/or human rights over these
practices”.236 Finally, Sense, like others representing people with disabilities, saw advantages
in widening the choice of registration methods, but stressed that “it is important that
people without access to the internet, or who find electronic systems daunting, can
continue to register using a paper form”.237
105. We questioned the Deputy Information Commissioner on the concerns expressed
which fell within his authority. He informed us that the only data protection implication
was that “you should identify people as well as you can” and that the Commissioner’s
Office was “in principle, in favour” of electronic registration.238 As to the other warnings
about accuracy and security, it is clear that measures must be built into the system itself
and into the way in which it is implemented to ensure that potential difficulties are
overcome. There are particular concerns arising if electors are allowed to amend their own
records on line, rather than submitting the data for the ERO to add to the register. While
the former method is faster, it is less subject to verification and more likely to lead to
inaccuracy or fraud. Secure means of identifying those submitting the data also need to be
established in order to maintain the accuracy of the register and public confidence in the
integrity of the system.
106. The difficulty is that the security of electronic forms of registration can only be
provided through the use of personal identifiers collected under some form of individual
registration. As the Electoral Commission told us, “How one would [deal with the security
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implications] outside individual registration becomes much more complicated, much less
easy to see”.239 The Government accepts that this is the case: “in the absence of a system
that gathers unique voter identifiers ... it is more difficult to extend these forms of
registration while maintaining a proper balance between increased convenience and a high
level of security”.240 Having declared itself in favour of electronic registration and yet
against the introduction of individual registration at this time, the Department for
Constitutional Affairs and ODPM could only commit to “take these issues forward
through an existing working group made up of electoral administrators and officials from
Government and the Electoral Commission”.241 In oral evidence, the Parliamentary
Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, added that “a lot of those more
mechanical improvements depend upon the IT available, depend upon whether we have a
single telephone line for the whole country or one for each local authority, much of that
leads into the online registration project experience.”242
107. We are disappointed that no way has been found to exploit the potential advantages of
electronic registration which would be welcomed by many electors and administrators as a
major step forward in modernising the whole electoral process. Without electronic
registers, many of the benefits of accessibility to both registration and remote voting will be
lost, or at least delayed until such time as an acceptable means of gathering personal data
for identification purposes has been devised. We note that electronic registers already exist
for each council; it is the integration of this facility with on-line access which needs to be
developed further. We should like to see much greater emphasis placed by the
Government on the development of a secure system for electronic registration by
telephone and on-line. We recommend that once that system is devised, it be
implemented through a series of pilot programmes designed to test its integrity and
that it be rolled out nationally only once independent auditors are satisfied with the
security of the system. We further recommend that paper forms be retained alongside
electronic registration to ensure that the availability of the latter widens accessibility
rather than narrows it. Paper forms may also need to be retained in instances where a
signature is regarded as essential to the security of a particular method of voting. In
such cases it should be made clear that it is not necessary for electors to provide a
signature on each occasion that they re-register; a five-yearly check should be sufficient.
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6 Development of a National Register
108. The Government has “broadly accepted” recommendations from the Electoral
Commission aimed at the creation of a national electronic register of electors, formed from
individual registers compiled and managed locally to mandatory standards.243 In evidence
to this inquiry the Department for Constitutional Affairs and ODPM gave two reasons for
their support. First, without national mandatory standards, the variation in software used
by EROs could “create obstacles to the efficient conduct of both ‘rolling registration’ and evoting pilot schemes”. At present, each local ERO may choose which software to use for
running the registration system, or indeed whether to use computerised systems at all.
There are six main private sectors companies, each supplying a different software to some
EROs, and there are around 20 in-house systems unique to those authorities.244 These need
to be at least compatible if modernisation of the process is going to work. Second, the
Government argued that a national register could assist those bodies, including the
Electoral Commission, the Government itself, credit reference agencies and the political
parties, which need copies of the electoral register from every ERO for the conduct of their
statutory or commercial business.245 Rather than approaching over 400 EROs, they could
access the data through one central point. The Labour party saw this as a great advantage:
“The cost of managing 600-odd different registers, which are given to us in different
formats, and turning those into a campaigning tool … is extremely high and over a year the
costs seem to increase disproportionately.”246
109. There are other advantages of a national register. The Electoral Commission believes
that it would help political parties and themselves to fulfil their statutory duty to confirm
the permissibility of individuals who make donations to political parties.247 Furthermore, it
would facilitate research into the extent of non-registration and the impact of rolling
registration and other practical initiatives.248 Other witnesses stressed the support a
national register would offer to the modernisation agenda. The Southampton City Council
Liberal Democrat Group and Southampton City Council Labour Group summarised the
“many additional electoral benefits” it could bring as follows:
it will assist in cleansing the database and reduce duplicate registration. It will enable
changes in registration closer to polling day rather than the early deadline currently
applied and above all will provide the infrastructure for electronic and remote
voting.249
The Centre for Digital Security, Privacy and Trust at St Andrew’s University added to this
list that it would permit voters to register once only and then have their records transferred
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electronically between local registers when they moved across local authority boundaries,
thus resulting in cost-savings for the authorities involved.250
110. Electoral administrators agreed that it “would be the platform for e-voting to enable
an elector to record their vote from outside the area where they are registered for voting”;
but expressed the view that “it is doubtful whether a national electoral register … will be of
much assistance to the maintenance and updating the electoral register”, because EROs
would still have to send out forms to those who had moved house or investigate cases
where duplication appeared likely.251 The Association of Electoral Administrators’s chief
priority, however, was to ensure that the register should continue to be locally
maintained.252 This was the concern which lay behind most negative comments on the
desirability of a national register. For example, the Conservative party supported “common
standards for electoral register data” but in the context that “ownership of electoral
registers should remain with local authorities”.253 The electoral practitioners argued that in
this way the register would continue to benefit from “local knowledge and identity with
their local authority”.254 As this is also the position adopted by the Electoral Commission
and accepted by the Government, a national electoral register based on locally-owned
and maintained local registers appears to be the most appropriate way forward.

The CORE project
111. Moves have already been made by the Government towards the creation of a register
as described above. The CORE (Co-ordinated On-line Register of Electors) project was
announced to Parliament in January 2004, and is managed by the ODPM and cosponsored by the Department for Constitutional Affairs. It is designed to modernise the
electoral registration process by introducing standardised electronic registers across the
country and subsequently putting in place a national system to provide authorised users
on-line access to electoral registration data. There are two phases to the project. The first
will standardise local electronic registers across the country and make them fully
interoperable, regardless of the local system in use. The second phase will allow authorised
users to access local registration data centrally and will support a multi-channelled, eenabled general election. CORE will not replace the locally-compiled registers but would
require them to be produced in a compliant way, with a copy submitted to the
Government for incorporation in a national database.
112. There is widespread support for the CORE project and witnesses were keen to stress
its importance. For example, the Electoral Commission told us that
the CORE project is a vital first step towards individual registration. It is also vital in
terms of the needs right now, the needs not just of the Commission, but also critically
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of the political parties to be able to undertake their obligations under the current
legislation in terms of the declaration of donations.255
The three main political parties agreed with this assessment of the value of CORE, with the
Conservative party telling us that “we are fully signed up to the creation of a national
register” and the Liberal Democrats voicing the “broad consensus that there is a deep level
of frustration at the huge variation in data standards and quality of data on the register”.256
113. This goodwill makes the lack of apparent progress on the CORE project of particular
concern. The Liberal Democrats complained that “there have been various projects and
various consultations over the years on which all the main parties have given very similar
views and we keep on each year, or each few months, being asked for our views again and
giving the same views again and the process does not seem to move forward.”257 This in
part refers to the Local Authority Secure Electoral Register (LASER) project, a forerunner
of CORE, which was supposed to achieve the same kind of goals but which ran into the
ground. As to the latest initiative, there seems now to be an impasse on agreeing the data
standards to be applied in compiling the local registers. Blame for this delay was variously
attributed to the Government and to the Electoral Commission by the Conservative and
Liberal Democrat parties and to “an inter-departmental quagmire at an official level” by
the Labour party.258
114. Ministers implied that the hitch was the responsibility of the Electoral Commission,
with the Minister for Regional and Local Government and Fire, ODPM, telling us that “we
cannot act without a recommendation from [the Commission on data standards], so their
involvement is absolutely critical. They do have other pressures on their time at the
moment which have perhaps acted as a slight inhibitor.”259 Mr Raynsford also argued that
CORE was in fact “making reasonably good progress”: “we have carried out a fairly
detailed consultation on the arrangements necessary to put in place the systems to ensure
consistent gathering of information by local authority registration officers. We are now
moving towards the second phase of the project which will be concerned with data
standards”.260 The Government intend that that phase should be completed in time for the
October 2005 canvass so that “we will have the basis for a single national compatible
register drawn from all the individual local registers by early in 2006.”261 This has slipped a
year from the original proposal of using 2004 data.262
115. We have a number of concerns about the CORE project. First, we are not impressed
by the progress made so far and by the delays in the timetable, nor by the shifting of the
blame on this issue. Action must be taken by the ODPM as owners of this project to ensure
that no further deadlines are missed and that the project reaches fruition. We recommend
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that the ODPM work to an absolute target of being in a position to use the 2005 canvass
as the basis for a national register through the CORE project and that it publish a
timetable with milestones for the completion of the CORE project.
116. Secondly, we are concerned that the ODPM has yet to consult the Information
Commissioner on the data protection implications of the project. The Deputy Information
Commissioner told us that “we normally expect government departments to consult us” on
projects such as this.263 The Minister for Regional and Local Government and Fire,
ODPM, asserted that the Government had “every intention of consulting the Information
Commissioner on the second stage [of CORE], which is about access to information, where
the issues to do with data protection arise” but had not thought it necessary to do so when
consulting on “technical issues to do with the software systems and the language”.264 We
believe that when embarking on a £12 million project of this sort it is vital to take advice on
the principle at the outset. We recommend that the ODPM consult the Information
Commissioner without delay on the likely data protection issues of the CORE project
so that his views can be accommodated in its design.
117. Thirdly, there is room to doubt the efficiency of the project management. We received
warnings from the UK Computing Research Committee about the importance of project
definition and the problems often encountered in building electronic systems.265 The
CORE project is dealing with highly sensitive data and is expected to play an important
role in a process which demands public confidence. It cannot be allowed to go wrong. The
Electoral Commission called in its evidence for the Government to “make clear its view of
the relationship between the CORE project and other projects” connected with the
modernisation agenda.266 Since this is one of the purposes behind the CORE project, we
are concerned that the Electoral Commission sees this need for further clarity and anxious
that it should be provided by the Government in order that the project definition of CORE
is established now rather than midway through the project. We recommend that the
Government set out without delay the relationship between the CORE project and the
other projects which form part of the electoral modernisation agenda and that the
project definition of CORE be adjusted accordingly.
118. We recognise that the introduction of individual registration may have to await the
completion of the CORE project in order for it to be implemented smoothly. There may
therefore be an argument that decisions about the whole question of individual registration
should be delayed until it is certain that CORE is going to deliver the necessary support
structure. Nevertheless, it is also clear that work and time may be wasted if the project is
carried out on the basis of a national household register only and decisions are later taken
to change to some form of individual registration. While the date for the possible
introduction of individual registration may depend upon the successful realisation of a
national register, care should be taken to ensure that the system could accommodate
the demands of individual registration, and the opportunities it brings, with minimum
modification and disruption.
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7 Access to the Register
119. The electoral register has traditionally been open to public inspection. The
Government described this as “an important safeguard against the potential for abuse of
the electoral system” since it allows the public and political parties to “ensure that all
eligible names have been included, and that names of ineligible people have not.”267 This
position has been complicated since 2002 by the creation of two versions of the register: the
full register which contains details of all registered electors and the edited register from
which electors may choose to opt out. This move resulted from the ruling in the Robertson
case of 2001 which was concerned with the data protection implications of providing the
personal details on the register to anyone who wished to purchase a copy. The situation
now is that the full register is open to inspection by anyone but copies are only supplied to
specified bodies for certain purposes, such as elections and law enforcement. Credit
reference agencies also have access to the full register to check an individual’s name and
address if they are applying for a loan or mortgage, for credit-scoring and to help prevent
money laundering, whilst political parties are given copies under strict prohibitions on the
passing on of information to third parties. The edited register is available for general sale
and can be used for any purpose. To complicate matters still further, there is also the
marked register of voters which is compiled by ERO staff at election time and which
indicates which electors have voted. This is currently available for inspection on request by
anyone in the period after an election.

Data protection and access to the register
120. That there are anomalies in the treatment of data on the three registers is immediately
apparent. The data protection rules only apply to the edited register and yet personal data
on all individuals is readily available to anyone who wishes to inspect the register
personally (albeit that they are restricted to taking hand-written notes) and is also supplied
free of charge to anyone who stands as a candidate in an election. Furthermore, the marked
register, which includes all the details on the full register, can be purchased on the day after
an election, which in the words of one witness, “undoes the legislation attached to the
provision of the full register”.268
121. There is some evidence that people are deterred from registering by data protection
implications, particularly in relation to their details becoming known to commercial
companies.269 The Executive Director of Association of Electoral Administrators told us
that canvassers found that “you get a reaction on a doorstep that certain individuals are not
going to give the information because you will use it for other purposes”.270 He thought
that “the introduction of the edited version was pretty much a sop to solve the Robinson
case. Its worth is nil.”271 The Electoral Reform Society believed that “the perception of the
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other uses to which the register will be put is a significant factor in the level of underregistration in this country.”272
122. One solution to this problem would be to declare that the electoral register was to be
used for electoral purposes only. This is a widely-held view, shared among others by the
Electoral Commission, the Electoral Reform Society and the Association of Electoral
Administrators.273 For his part, the Information Commissioner’s general position is that
“the electoral register exists to assist the electoral process and our democratic process. It
should be used for that purpose and only for other purposes where strictly necessary and
justifiably so”.274 The Government, however, disagrees with this point of view and in fact
intend to broaden access to the full register. It plans to consult “later this year” on “a
limited package of changes” which would “clarify that certain agencies and organisations,
such as the Security Service, Environment Agency and Financial Services Authority may be
supplied with the full register for specified purposes, and ... provide for the storage of old
electoral registers in public libraries and local authority archives offices.”275 This proposal
goes further to meet the call of the credit reference agencies for access to the register to be
granted to agencies and commercial organisations that administer public services, such as
the utilities and the BBC,276 than it does to address the concerns expressed about data
protection.
123. We note that the OSCE guidelines for observers of elections state that “the examiner
should carefully review the legal framework and be satisfied that it does not allow for
collection, use or dissemination of personal data or information in any manner for any
purpose other than the exercise of suffrage rights”.277 Whilst these guidelines are in no way
binding in the UK, albeit that the UK is a member of the Organisation, they are useful in
acting as a measure of our compliance with international standards on electoral
registration. We recommend that the Government include in its consultation on access
to the electoral register the possibility of limiting the use of the register to electoral
purposes. We also recommend that, pending the outcome of that consultation, the
Government take steps to ensure that registration forms clearly state to what uses the
data supplied by an individual or occupier may be put. We recognise that the electoral
register is also used to prepare jury lists, as indicated clearly on Form A. We have no wish
to see this changed. Individual registration would of course address many of the data
protection concerns by making it the clear responsibility of each individual to give prior,
informed consent to their name being on the edited register.

Access to the marked register
124. The Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs, accepted
in oral evidence that “there is a lacuna in the arrangements [for access to the marked
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register] which I think we do need to look at in a legislative context”.278 Shortly after we
finished taking evidence for this inquiry, the Electoral Commission published a report on
the marked register which recommended that this lacuna be removed.279 The Commission
called for primary legislation to bring the access regime for electoral registers marked at
polling stations broadly into line with that currently applying to the full electoral register,
that is that marked registers would be available for public inspection under supervision.
Copies of marked registers should also be made available to political parties, candidates
and agents for electoral purposes and to statutory agencies for law enforcement purposes
only, such as the courts in the instance of election petitions and to other named
organisations upon request. It should not be made available to other agencies, such as
credit reference agencies, who have access to the full register. Other election documents to
be made available for public inspection only should be the list of tendered votes;280 the lists
of voters with disabilities who voted with the assistance of a companion; the declarations
made by the companions of voters with disabilities; and the list of votes marked by the
Presiding Officer and related statements. Currently these documents are also available for
purchase.281 Other recommendations related to the creation of marked registers of
returned postal votes and votes cast by remote electronic means which should be made
available only after polling day and subject to the same terms and conditions as the polling
station marked register. An elector should also be able to check with an ERO whether their
postal vote has been received. 282
125. Concerns over the marked register were raised by several witnesses during the inquiry,
including the Association of Electoral Administrators and the Scottish Assessors
Association, who both supported the restriction of the register to political parties only.283
The Information Commissioner went further and was “not persuaded that it is right to
treat the marked register as a fully public document”, arguing that “public inspection to
guard against fraud seems proper. Making copies available to profile the behaviour of
individuals looks more doubtful.”284 His Deputy clarified in oral evidence that this meant
that “Complete copies should not be published, although a member of the public, and in
this respect probably political parties would be exercising the greatest interest, should be
able to inspect marked copies of the register in order to ensure against impersonation and
any other electoral fraud.”285 Unsurprisingly, this view was not shared by the political
parties, with the Conservative party and Liberal Democrats agreeing with Mr Watt from
the Labour party that “we should argue very strongly that the marked register should
remain available to political parties.”286
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126. Given the significance of this issue in terms of human rights and data protection, and
the apparent divergence of the views of the Electoral Commission and the Information
Commissioner, this is a clear case where consultation with the narrow range of interested
parties would be of value. We recommend that the Government publish its response to
the Electoral Commission’s report on the marked register in good time and allow
limited consultation on its plan for action before moving to legislate in time for the
next General Election but one. We believe that the marked register, including postal
voters, should be available to political parties.

Anonymous registration
127. Given the tradition that the electoral register should be a public document, there is
surprising consensus around the suggestion that anonymous registration should be
allowed in certain circumstances. The Government is developing proposals for a system
which would allow registration for those who believe that their appearance in the register
may be the source of a threat to their safety.287 The Government envisages that owing to
stringent criteria the number of anonymous registration entries would be very low.288 In
evidence the Parliamentary Under-Secretary, Department for Constitutional Affairs,
stressed that it did “not want it to become like an ex-directory system where you get
literally half the population going ex-directory”,289 picking up an analogy used by the
Information Commissioner.290
128. In the absence of published proposals from the Government there is room for some
disagreement around how and to whom anonymous registration should apply. The
Deputy Information Commissioner preferred to talk of “pseudonymous registration”,
whereby people could register “under a code or something like that, but some means of
keeping off the publicly available register the name linked to the address”.291 The
Information Commissioner’s memorandum indicated that he would “welcome” the
possibility of such pseudonymous registration.292 In oral evidence his deputy suggested
that it should apply to “those who are perhaps the subject of a witness protection
programme or battered wives or others who are trying to hide their address entirely
legitimately”.293 Others would apply a more stringent test, with the facility only offered to
those “at significant risk of physical harm”.294 The Labour party, which like the other
major parties supports the principle of anonymous registration, believed that “such
registration should be very much the exception and may require certification by an
appropriate public authority, e.g. police, social services or a bona fide charity”.295 The
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Association of Electoral Administrators further suggested that those awarded anonymous
registration should be allowed to vote by post or proxy only.296
129. We recognise that this is a serious issue: both in the dangers to people who are traced
through the register and in the deterrent to register such a threat creates for some people.
Not all who are deterred in this way would be considered as suitable cases for anonymous
registration. SOLACE told us that at the moment this issue is “dealt with in various ways at
many authorities”.297 We believe that there needs to be a standard policy on anonymous
registration which should apply across the country. The Government’s proposals will
no doubt take some time to appear and may require legislation to implement. We
recommend that they be produced for consultation as soon as possible. In the
meantime, we recommend that either the Electoral Commission or the Government
draw up clear guidelines for EROs to apply when considering requests for anonymous
registration and that guidance be made available to them for dealing with particular
cases.
130. A related issue is the editing out of the register of any reference to disabled people
needing assistance with the ballot. Scope and Sense both argued that a facility for disabled
people to indicate a desire for such assistance would be advantageous but that its inclusion
in the published register could render them vulnerable and that a person’s chosen format
for election matters should remain confidential.298 We agree that the registration process
should allow disabled people to indicate a desire for assistance but that reference to this
should not be included in the published register. We see no reason why this measure
should not be implemented regardless of progress in the introduction of individual
registration or other related matters.
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8 Role of Government Departments and
the Electoral Commission
The Department for Constitutional Affairs and the Office of the
Deputy Prime Minister
131. The Department for Constitutional Affairs and ODPM set out their respective and
joint responsibilities for electoral issues in a supplementary memorandum to our
inquiry.299 This explained that the ODPM focuses on local government election issues
while the Department for Constitutional Affairs was concerned with parliamentary and
European parliamentary elections. As far as individual registration is concerned, the
Department for Constitutional Affairs takes the lead. There is a Project Board for the
Individual Registration Project and associated work which comprises officials from
Department for Constitutional Affairs, ODPM, the Northern Ireland Office and the
Electoral Commission. There is also a Working Group on which these bodies are
represented and on which they are joined by representatives from the Scottish Office,
Association of Electoral Administrators, Scottish Assessors Association and the Electoral
Office for Northern Ireland and by two electoral administrators with a specific particular
interest in the topic. Work on other electoral registration issues may involve other
Government departments, for example the Office for National Statistics on the Citizen
Information Project and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office on the enfranchisement
of Gibraltar and referendum issues.
132. We were struck in two ways by the initial joint memorandum from the departments
to this inquiry, one positive and one less so. First, it is clear that the departments are taking
forward much of the policy development work in this busy area through consultation with
interest groups and stakeholders. For example, disabled groups are involved in discussions
on changes to the registration system300 and, as described above, electoral administrators
form part of the standing working group.301 This is undoubtedly the best approach to take
and perhaps accounts for some of the consensus we encountered on many of the issues
under consideration in this inquiry. Our second observation is that according to the
Government’s memorandum, almost all these issues are subject to discussion or further
consideration with no indication given of when results of these considerations are likely to
emerge. Ministers were unable to enlighten us any further in oral evidence.302
133. There is no sense of urgency, or even progress, in the attitude of the departments as
indicated in their evidence to this inquiry. We accept that electoral reform matters are
unlikely to be a priority in the run-up to a General Election and that the experience of
individual registration in Northern Ireland has had a serious impact on moves towards
introducing individual registration in the rest of the UK, without which most of the rest of
the modernisation agenda falls. There is a need for a greater lead from Government on
how the agenda may move forward and on how it intends to tackle some of the issues
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which can be addressed without the wholesale embrace of individual registration: for
example, anonymous registration, the change in the final date for registration before an
election and access to the marked register.

The Electoral Commission
134. The Electoral Commission has been in existence since 30 November 2000. It is an
independent statutory authority, which reports directly to Parliament through a committee
chaired by the Speaker of the House of Commons. Its responsibilities include oversight of
the registration of political parties and third parties, monitoring and publication of
significant donations to registered political parties and regulation of national party
spending on election campaigns. It also manages referendums in the UK, promotes voter
awareness, advises those involved in elections upon practice and procedure and reports on
the administration of every major election. It undertakes an extensive programme of policy
reviews and proposals for electoral modernisation, resulting in reports which makes
recommendations to Government.303
135. The Commission has been looking to extend its role. In its report, Voting for change
(June 2003), it identified potential new tasks for itself which would require a number of
additional powers. These were listed in the Government’s response to the report as:
x

Setting and monitoring performance standards for local authorities in the delivery of
electoral services

x

Allocating budgets to local authority electoral services departments

x

Reviewing and setting Fees and Charges Orders for major elections; processing claims

x

Maintaining a national electoral register to common data standards, setting and
monitoring data standards and potentially dealing with requests for access

x

Directing Electoral Registration Officers on collection and processing of registration
data

x

Creating and managing an individual voter identifier system

x

Approving descriptions for party candidates

x

Processing applications for international observer accreditation304

The Government’s response to these requests for additional powers was somewhat
equivocal, with most issues deferred to be considered in relation to other matters. Only in
the last two instances was it absolutely clear that the Electoral Commission would be given
the responsibility as recommended.305 In light also of the lack of progress made in taking
forward the modernisation agenda, this calls into question the value of the Commission’s
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assertion that “the Government has already committed to the implementation of around
70% of the proposals put forward in Voting for change”. 306
136. We asked the Ministers for their views on the work of the Electoral Commission. The
Minister for Regional and Local Government and Fire, ODPM, who is also a member of
the Speaker’s Committee with oversight of the Commission, was diplomatic in his
response: “one would inevitably say that as an organisation that has been in existence for a
relatively short period of time it has been on a steep learning curve and has made very
considerable progress in many areas. There are other areas where we probably see scope for
continued and further improvements.”307
137. One particular concern was whether there should be people with practical political
experience on the Commission. At present by statute anyone with a practical involvement
in politics over the past ten years cannot serve as a Commissioner. The Minister suggested
that in laying down these requirements “the balance [with the principle of independence]
may be drawn a little too tightly against an understanding of day-to-day practical issues”.308
These concerns could be addressed either by changing the composition of the Commission
itself which would require legislation or by “an administrative arrangements whereby the
Commission had contact with a body of senior practitioners from all parties who could
advise it” which could be done without legislation.309 We welcome the statement from the
Minister and look forward to progress being made.
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9 Conclusion
138. In the course of this inquiry we have measured the existing and possible future
electoral registration systems against the criteria of completeness, accuracy, convenience to
electors, ease of compilation, usefulness, security and cost. We have found that a case can
be made for change to the current system and that the factors which contribute to
reinforcing this case are not likely to alter without concerted action on the part of all those
involved in the electoral registration process. The most important of these is the trend
towards eligible electors opting out of registration altogether. This is a development which
is not confined to Northern Ireland, where it could perhaps be attributed principally to the
introduction of individual registration, but one which is making itself felt throughout the
UK. We are also aware that concerns about the security of the system and its vulnerability
to fraud are not likely to go away, particularly as pressure grows for new methods of
registering and voting which are full of potential but which are at present untried.
139. There are several measures which could be implemented now to patch up the existing
system in order to make it more accessible and therefore, we hope, more comprehensive
and accurate. We have highlighted these in this Report. At some point, decisions will have
to be taken on the larger issues if the UK is going to move to a form of electoral registration
which more closely matches the criteria we identified and which meets the demands of a
modern electoral system. This is the case even if it were decided to abandon a move to
individual registration once and for all and to build upon the current basis of household
registration. The political reality is that such decisions are better taken early in the cycle of a
parliament. We look forward to progress being made when we reach that point.
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Conclusions and recommendations
Individual Registration
1.

The most important feature of an electoral registration system is that it should offer
the greatest number of eligible people the opportunity to vote. (Paragraph 8)

2.

The key advantage of household registration is that it allows for one person, say a
parent, to include in the register those in the household who may be less energetic in
registering themselves. (Paragraph 41)

3.

We accept that the issue has been clouded by the experience in Northern Ireland and
the fall in registration rates there which has apparently resulted from the
introduction of individual registration. Nevertheless, we expect the Government in
its response to this Report to give a firm indication of its policy on the introduction
of individual registration and of the part it plays in the Government’s wider electoral
modernisation strategy and to announce a timetable for the publication of its
consultation paper on these issues. (Paragraph 46)

4.

A strong case can be made for a change to individual registration, which should be
addressed. We have identified four options for moving forward:
x

Introduce individual registration by a set date. We understand from electoral
administrators that this could be done after two years’ notice, allowing time and
funding to enable local authorities to handle the transition

x

Accept the principle that a move to individual registration would be desirable but
with no date set for implementation

x

Adapt the existing system by requiring individual signature on household forms

x

Let the system evolve as it has done in recent years, maintaining occupier
responsibility while new methods fill gaps in registration.
We recommend that the Government consult on these options. The advantages and
disadvantages of each should be set out even-handedly. (Paragraph 48)

Encouraging Registration
5.

We look forward to the publication of the research findings from both the
Government and Electoral Commission into the extent of and reasons for nonregistration. We expect both bodies to use these findings to inform their
development of strategies to increase the levels of registration. We expect the ONS to
have used corrected and amended 2001 Census information for this study.
(Paragraph 53)

6.

We see merit in the idea of the carry-over mechanism and in using resources to
target under-represented areas or groups, rather than households which have
remained static over a long period of time. A periodic audit, say every three or four
years, would be required to ensure that the register was accurate but the doubts over
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the effectiveness of the current annual audit make us question whether this is the best
approach to adopt. We also see merit in giving flexibility to local EROs to determine
how best to canvass their areas, subject to overarching guidelines by the Government
and Electoral Commission on maximum periods between audits. We recommend
that if individual registration is adopted, the requirement for an annual
comprehensive canvass be replaced by an obligation to conduct an audit of the full
register every three years or a third each year, though not necessarily at any fixed
time during the year. (Paragraph 56)
7.

We recommend that the Electoral Commission, in consultation with EROs, produce
mandatory best practice guidelines for local authorities to follow in the compilation
of electoral registers and that the Commission be charged with monitoring
compliance with these guidelines. (Paragraph 58)

8.

We recommend that the Electoral Commission work with the professional bodies
representing estate agents and conveyancers, the Land Registry, the utilities, the
DVLA, TV Licensing and schools to develop promotional materials and strategies by
which these bodies could help reach eligible electors who need to change their
registration or register for the first time. (Paragraph 61)

9.

We recommend that the Department for Constitutional Affairs and ODPM explore
with the ONS, as a matter of urgency, ways in which the electoral registration may
benefit from the Citizen Information Project in order that the requirements of
electoral registration may be built into the project from the start. We also
recommend that the Government clarify the data protection implications of allowing
EROs greater access to data held by other public bodies and government
departments and that any necessary legislation is brought forward to permit such
access to EROs for the purposes of maintaining the electoral register, specifying
which public and private bodies are under a statutory obligation to inform EROs of
changes of address. (Paragraph 63)

10.

We recommend that the Government clarify the data protection issues involved in a
‘one stop shop’ for registering with councils for electoral, council tax and other
purposes and bring forward the necessary legislation as soon as possible. This is an
issue which is as relevant under the current system of rolling registration as it would
be under any future system of individual registration and it is one which can only be
seen as helpful to the elector and therefore likely to increase registration levels.
(Paragraph 64)

11.

We recommend that the necessary legislation be brought forward to implement a
later closing date for registration prior to an election in time for the next local
elections in 2006. (Paragraph 65)

12.

We recommend that the Government consult on whether there should be a new
compulsion to register with the local ERO under rolling registration, and if so, how
this would work. This consultation should also examine whether the current
penalties are adequate. We also recommend that legislation provide similar penalties
for the provision of false information as apply to the annual canvass for the provision
of false information to an ERO under rolling registration. (Paragraph 69)
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13.

On balance, we consider that most incentives directly linked to registration could
only be seen as gimmicks and run the risk of undermining the integrity and dignity
of the system. (Paragraph 70)

14.

Imaginative campaigns to promote registration are needed, run at national, local and
community levels; they must be adequately funded; and they must draw upon all
available expertise. We agree with witnesses that the Electoral Commission is the
right body to oversee general and micro campaigns on registration and we note some
of the more imaginative ways in which they are undertaking this role. At a local level,
campaigns need to respond fully to local circumstances. Local authorities should act
with some degree of latitude under best practice guidelines. These guidelines should
include the recruitment and use of canvassers from the communities which they
serve. (Paragraph 76)

15.

We recommend that the Electoral Commission consult widely on ideas for work
with grassroots organisations aimed at encouraging registration among hard to reach
groups and use Government funding for the most promising proposals. (Paragraph
76)

16.

We recommend that the Government issue a clear statement of the legal position of
EROs in relation to the promotion of registration. This would be necessary even if
only to allow EROs to follow with confidence Electoral Commission guidelines. We
support the Electoral Commission’s recommendation that EROs adopt the best
practice put forward in the Commission’s report Making an Impact: the local
promotion of electoral issues (2002). The two measures taken together should ensure
that EROs may take a more direct role in encouraging registration in an effective way
without imperilling their political neutrality. (Paragraph 78)

17.

We recommend that the Electoral Commission in conjunction with groups
representing those with disabilities draw up best practice guidelines for the
registration of such people with special needs, including details of what should be
offered through an exceptions service and the means by which electors may indicate
on the registration form the type of assistance which they require. (Paragraph 80)

18.

We recommend that, in the event of individual registration being adopted, the
circumstances in which a representative should be permitted to sign a form on an
elector’s behalf be made clear. (Paragraph 81)

19.

We recognise the need for clearer information to be provided to attestors on their
responsibilities under electoral law and see also a requirement for specialised
promotion campaigns aimed both at electors with special needs and their carers or
representatives. (Paragraph 81)

20.

We recommend that the Electoral Commission produce best practice guidelines to
be followed by local authorities and test promotional strategies to target residents
and managers of residential accommodation to ensure registration levels do not fall.
(Paragraph 82)

21.

We expect the MoD to monitor the effectiveness of its revised Defence Council
Instruction issued in late January 2005 on electoral registration and report the results
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to Parliament. It is already too late for service personnel to register for the local
elections or any general election on 5 May 2005, but we recommend that the MoD
adopt a policy of issuing annual individual registration forms to each service person
to encourage them to register. We expect the MoD to look into the issue of electoral
registration among service personnel as a matter of urgency and we urge the relevant
select committees in the next parliament to follow it up. (Paragraph 84)
Personal Identifiers and Security
22.

We agree with the Electoral Commission that it would not be necessary to include
provision of a National Insurance number as a requirement of registration in Great
Britain. (Paragraph 92)

23.

We believe that the inclusion of a signature in the list of required identifiers is the
correct approach. As a corollary, we would stress that the use of signatures to prevent
fraud is only as efficient as the checking mechanism employed to compare
registration forms with submitted postal votes. Where signatures are being used,
some effort must be made to check at least a sample. Otherwise, signatures provide
scant deterrence to fraud. (Paragraph 93)

24.

We believe that there is merit in the creation of a scheme of unique individual
identification numbers for electoral purposes, allocated for life upon first
registration, provided that they are used for administrative purposes and do not
create an additional burden on electors. (Paragraph 96)

25.

We recommend that the Government consult on the best means of developing and
supporting an electoral PIN number. Where signatures provide better security, as
with postal votes, these should be relied upon rather than PIN numbers which
should not then be required of the elector. (Paragraph 98)

26.

We recommend that under a system of individual registration there be a
requirement for electors to sign for ballot forms at polling stations. We do not
recommend that any further means of identification be required at that point in
Great Britain. (Paragraph 99)

27.

We recommend that the Government enable EROs to compile the register on the
basis of preferred names, whether this requires a change in legislation or the issue of
best practice guidelines. It would be necessary to ensure that this change did not lead
to registration under false or assumed names which might make detection of bogus
or multiple entries more difficult. To address this difficulty, we further recommend
that the preferred name permitted by EROs be restricted to the commonly used
name of the elector. (Paragraph 100)

Electronic Forms of Registration
28.

We should like to see much greater emphasis placed by the Government on the
development of a secure system for electronic registration by telephone and on-line.
We recommend that once that system is devised, it be implemented through a series
of pilot programmes designed to test its integrity and that it be rolled out nationally
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only once independent auditors are satisfied with the security of the system. We
further recommend that paper forms be retained alongside electronic registration to
ensure that the availability of the latter widens accessibility rather than narrows it.
Paper forms may also need to be retained in instances where a signature is regarded
as essential to the security of a particular method of voting. In such cases it should be
made clear that it is not necessary for electors to provide a signature on each
occasion that they re-register; a five-yearly check should be sufficient. (Paragraph
107)
Development of a National Register
29.

A national electoral register based on locally-owned and maintained local registers
appears to be the most appropriate way forward. (Paragraph 110)

30.

We recommend that the ODPM work to an absolute target of being in a position to
use the 2005 canvass as the basis for a national register through the CORE project
and that it publish a timetable with milestones for the completion of the CORE
project. (Paragraph 115)

31.

We recommend that the ODPM consult the Information Commissioner without
delay on the likely data protection issues of the CORE project so that his views can be
accommodated in its design. (Paragraph 116)

32.

We recommend that the Government set out without delay the relationship between
the CORE project and the other projects which form part of the electoral
modernisation agenda and that the project definition of CORE be adjusted
accordingly. (Paragraph 117)

33.

While the date for the possible introduction of individual registration may depend
upon the successful realisation of a national register, care should be taken to ensure
that the system could accommodate the demands of individual registration, and the
opportunities it brings, with minimum modification and disruption. (Paragraph
118)

Access to the Register
34.

We recommend that the Government include in its consultation on access to the
electoral register the possibility of limiting the use of the register to electoral
purposes. We also recommend that, pending the outcome of that consultation, the
Government take steps to ensure that registration forms clearly state to what uses the
data supplied by an individual or occupier may be put. (Paragraph 123)

35.

We recommend that the Government publish its response to the Electoral
Commission’s report on the marked register in good time and allow limited
consultation on its plan for action before moving to legislate in time for the next
General Election but one. We believe that the marked register, including postal
voters, should be available to political parties. (Paragraph 126)

36.

We believe that there needs to be a standard policy on anonymous registration which
should apply across the country. The Government’s proposals will no doubt take
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some time to appear and may require legislation to implement. We recommend that
they be produced for consultation as soon as possible. In the meantime, we
recommend that either the Electoral Commission or the Government draw up clear
guidelines for EROs to apply when considering requests for anonymous registration
and that guidance be made available to them for dealing with particular cases.
(Paragraph 129)
37.

We agree that the registration process should allow disabled people to indicate a
desire for assistance but that reference to this should not be included in the published
register. We see no reason why this measure should not be implemented regardless
of progress in the introduction of individual registration or other related matters.
(Paragraph 130)

Role of Government Departments and the Electoral Commission
38.

There is a need for a greater lead from Government on how the agenda may move
forward and on how it intends to tackle some of the issues which can be addressed
without the wholesale embrace of individual registration: for example, anonymous
registration, the change in the final date for registration before an election and access
to the marked register. (Paragraph 133)

Electoral Registration

69

Appendix One: Individual registration in
other countries
Canada
1. The Canadian parliament passed legislation in 1996 to create a National Register of
Electors based on individual registration. Each elector provides information about their
name, address, sex and date of birth which is then kept on the register and used to produce
preliminary voting lists for federal elections, by-elections and referendums. The
information can only be used for electoral purposes and only names and addresses are
shared with registered political parties and members of parliament. In addition, electors
may choose not to be included in the register, although in this case they would have to add
his or her name to the voters’ list at the time of an election or referendum, should they wish
to exercise their right to vote. Prior to the 1996 legislation, voters’ lists were created for each
election or referendum through door-to-door canvassing, unless a list had been compiled
the previous year. The change to a permanent register has been estimated to yield net
savings of $30m at every federal election or referendum.
2. Further savings have also been made through data-sharing between Elections Canada
and other data sources. Approximately 20 per cent of the entries for electors change each
year. To capture these changes, Elections Canada has agreements with data suppliers,
including the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency, Citizenship and Immigration
Canada, provincial and territorial registrars of motor vehicles and vital statistics and
provincial electoral agencies. Information is only passed from such organisations to
Elections Canada with the informed consent of the individual concerned, and there is no
link between the databases of Elections Canada and any of the data suppliers.310
3. The first full test of the new National Register came in the November 2000 federal
election. One analysis of the participation rates indicates that there may be negative effects
to take into account when assessing the new system, namely the permanent list has
contributed to diminishing voter turnout and has accentuated the differential rates of
participation between social groups which already existed.311 Solutions offered to these
drawbacks include making it easier for individuals to take the initiative to change their
details and to add their names to the register between elections, and reinstating the
nationwide enumeration on a periodic basis.312
Australia
4. The ODPM Select Committee visited Melbourne in Autumn 2004 and spent time
talking to both the State and National Electoral Commissions. They maintain a common
electoral role. With compulsory voting at national and state level goes compulsory
registration to vote. Anyone who has lived at an address for over a month has a duty to
310
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register on the electoral roll. Once registered, that registration remains until a person dies
or moves to another address. Up to 1998, some effort went into a biannual canvass to
check the accuracy of the register. Since then resources have been channelled into datamatching and targeting 17-18 year olds and people who moved house.
5. External data-matching included notification of deaths, new driving licences, Australia
Post Redirection Advices and information from local authorities and utilities. This triggers
a letter from the Electoral Commission inviting new registration, and reminding of the
need to register or face a daily fine. New registration also triggers de-registration from an
old address. Enrolment programmes run by individual electoral authorities target new
citizens or 17 to 18 year old school students. In the latter case, “bounties” are paid to
schools for enrolment by their students and enrolment forms are included in Year 12
results advice. As a result of registration the Commission had an accurate signature for
each potential voter. Most requests to register produce a positive response. Even so the
register is only believed to be 98% accurate at any one time.
6. The Committee heard a great deal about the electoral system during their visit but heard
no complaints about the efficiency or accuracy of the register.313
New Zealand
7. Enrolment on the electoral register is compulsory also in New Zealand, although as in
the UK, voting is not compulsory. Each individual has the responsibility to complete and
sign an enrolment form and submit it to the Electoral Enrolment Centre by a variety of
means, designed to make it easy for electors to enrol. They may also enrol on-line. There is
a further obligation on electors to notify the Registrar of Electors of changes in their
circumstances each time they move. There is in fact no instance of the power to prosecute
an eligible elector who does not enrol being used. A confidential unpublished roll is
maintained for those who believe they could be endangered by the publication of their
details in the public electoral roll. The Electoral Enrolment Centre carries out internal
system checks to identify ineligible electors but does not practice data-matching to identify
unregistered potential electors.
8. The Electoral Enrolment Centre is required to give local councils lists of electors to
compile their electoral rolls, and the rolls are also used to select potential jurors. Otherwise,
only political parties, candidates and approved scientific/health researchers are entitled to
the data. The Centre publishes a new roll every year, except in the year of a parliamentary
election when two rolls are printed: the first is produced for registered electors to check
that they are listed and the second, which is used on Election Day, includes electors who
have registered after the election has been called. Electors who miss even this cut-off may
still register to cast a “special declaration vote” up to and including election day itself.314
California
9. In Autumn 2004 the ODPM Select Committee met the people responsible for the
electoral process in San Francisco. Here, voting is in no way compulsory, nor is registering
313
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to vote. In many parts of San Francisco fewer than 50% of eligible voters register, and many
adults are ineligible to vote. Of those who register, about 80% actually vote. One may
register to vote at any time, but just prior to primaries and during election campaigns is the
common time to do so. Once registered, an elector remains registered, until he or she loses
the right to vote or moves.
10. The Committee saw scanned signatures from the registration document being
compared with signatures provided when the ballot paper was issued at the polling station
or accompanying the postal vote ballot envelope. When there appeared to be discrepancies,
these were investigated. This included getting updated signatures.
11. A voluntary register avoided information about candidates, referendum questions, etc,
being sent to people who had no intention of voting, keeping costs down, while the right to
vote was maintained since people could register and vote right up to the close of poll.
12. The system of late registration and checking signatures for individual voters did mean
results of elections could not be finalised for some weeks after polling day. This is not vital
in the USA since administrations do not change hands immediately.
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Appendix Two: Note by Clive Betts MP of
interview with Sheffield Electoral
Registration Officer, Eirwen Eves
1. Barely 80% of households have returned forms for the register which has come into
operation this month. Follow up reminder letters were sent after the first one and
additionally letters have been sent to all properties where no-one is registered. One
thousand forms have been returned on that basis alone. The Registration Officer’s view is
there has been a cultural change and people don’t think they have to send the form back.
Indeed many people assume that once they are on the register they remain on it even if
they don’t bother to respond.
2. This highlights different practice in different authorities as apparently in some parts of
the country local authorities do leave people on the register until they have evidence that
they have actually moved. In Sheffield, however, if a household doesn’t return a form for
two years then they are taken off. I think this highlights perhaps the need for some clear
code of practice at national level so that we get a consistent approach to registration.
3. Apparently there already is the facility to cross-check against council tax information
and that is now accepted practice. As part of the cross-checking apparently there were
10,000 found on the register who weren’t down as being on the council tax list. The
registration officer doesn’t automatically put people on the list if they are on the council tax
list and merely writes to households where there has been a name change but a registration
form hasn’t been returned.
4. On individual registration the registration officer thought that this could reduce
registration by between 30-50%. I am not sure there is any scientific basis for that but she
says there is a lot of unease amongst her colleagues that if nothing else is done the register
will be significantly less accurate. She estimates the register is about 90% accurate of those
currently registered.
5. In terms of the current registration process she highlighted something I didn’t realise
which is that while there is rolling registration most of the year, from August to December
there isn’t, because the new registration is being done. People can’t just come in and add
their names to the register as they can at any other time of year. This she says causes a lot of
confusion amongst the public and sometimes leads to people getting quite upset that they
can’t, as everyone believes, just come in and register at any time. She accepted that if we
had a situation where people remained permanently on the register then there could be a
periodic audit alongside information coming from different sources about people moving
house. She pointed out that that actually could be a lot more efficient because currently
what in effect is the annual process of registration is all attempted in a two or three month
period whereas if they had a static register updated for removals, audit could be done at
different times of the year, spread across the year, enabling them to concentrate in detail on
particular areas and be far more effective.
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6. She was in favour of using other sources of information about removals including Inland
Revenue, National Insurance, citizenship ceremonies where people change their nationality
and therefore become eligible to vote, and then eventually ID cards as well.
7. Sheffield now uses a facility for people to confirm registration by telephone where there
haven’t been any changes in the household. She said that 30,000 households had done that
this year. That is 20% of the people registering.
8. With regard to postal votes she confirmed that quite a few people who ticked a box
applying for a postal vote application form never returned them. Though she had some
reservations about it because she thought people would do it too simplistically without
necessarily understanding, this might confirm the need for simply ticking a box on a
registration form to decide to vote by post rather than applying for a form. Interestingly
she said that when the poll card goes out for the general election people will be able to
apply for a postal vote — there will actually be a postal vote application on the poll card
which people will be able to send back. They won’t have a lot of time to do it but it did
seem to me quite a new innovation which was probably worthy of support.
9. I know in the past that Westminster Council have sent out a poll card when the new
register is published to confirm who is actually on the register at each house. I think they
probably get a large number of people complaining that the card has come to someone
completely different from the people who live there. I understand that Rotherham Council
are also going to do that on this occasion and it might be interesting to monitor precisely
what impact that particular procedure has.
10. In terms of being able to vote immediately prior to the election, she was quite relaxed
about that as she said that with everything on the computer these days it is relatively easy to
register people. As things stand people will have to register by 11 March for a 5 May
election. That is going to leave a lot of people very disappointed.
I am sending to you under separate cover copies of the forms returned by ward and
constituency. It is very interesting to look at the variation between the Dore & Totley ward,
which has the only conservative councillors in Sheffield and has a Forms Returned rate of
89.8%, compared to Burngreave ward (56.84%) which has a large number of private rented
houses, or Manor Castle Ward which has had less than two-thirds of forms returned. Both
Burngreave and Manor Castle wards are amongst the poorest wards in the city, whereas
Dore & Totley ward is amongst the more affluent. In political terms you can almost
guarantee, with the exception of Central which has some peculiarities, the percentage of the
Labour vote being inverse to the percentage of forms returned.
I hope these notes are helpful on one or two of the practical issues which currently exist on
the ground.
Clive Betts
MP for Sheffield Attercliffe
February 2005
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Formal minutes
Wednesday 16 March 2005
The Constitutional Affairs Committee and the Committee on the Office of the Deputy
Prime Minister met concurrently, pursuant to Standing Order No. 137A.

Constitutional Affairs
Committee

Members present:
Committee on the Office of the
Deputy Prime Minister

Mr A J Beith
Peter Bottomley
Mrs Ann Cryer
Dr Alan Whitehead

Andrew Bennett
Mr Clive Betts
Mr David Clelland
Chris Mole
Mr Bill O’ Brien
Christine Russell

Andrew Bennett was called to the Chair, pursuant to Standing Order No. 137A (1)(d).
The Committees deliberated, pursuant to Standing Order No. 137A (1)(b).
Draft Report (Electoral Registration), proposed by the Chairman, brought up and read.
Ordered, That the Chairman’s draft Report be considered concurrently, pursuant to
Standing Order No. 137A (1)(c).
Ordered, That the Chairman’s draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by
paragraph.
Paragraphs 1 to 139 read and agreed to.
Summary read and agreed to.
Conclusions and recommendations read and agreed to.
Appendices read and agreed to.
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CONSTITUTIONAL AFFAIRS COMMITTEE
The Committee on the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister withdrew.
Mr A J Beith , in the Chair
Peter Bottomley
Mrs Ann Cryer

Dr Alan Whitehead

Resolved, That the draft Report (Electoral Registration), prepared by the Constitutional
Affairs Committee and the Committee on the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, be
the Sixth Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Appendices to the Minutes of Evidence taken before the Committee
be reported to the House.
Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 137 A (2) be applied to the Report.
Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 134 be applied to the Report.
Ordered, That Andrew Bennett do make the Joint Report to the House.

COMMITTEE ON THE OFFICE OF THE DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER
The Constitutional Affairs Committee withdrew.
Andrew Bennett , in the Chair
Mr Clive Betts
Mr Bill O’ Brien
Mr David Clelland
Christine Russell
Chris Mole
Resolved, That the draft Report (Electoral Registration), prepared by the Constitutional
Affairs Committee and the Committee on the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, be
the Sixth Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Appendices to the Minutes of Evidence taken before the Committee
be reported to the House.
Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 137 A (2) be applied to the Report.
Ordered, That the provisions of Standing Order No. 134 be applied to the Report.
Ordered, That Andrew Bennett do make the Joint Report to the House.
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