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Speaker’s Committee Second Report 2007 

1. The purpose of this report is to place in the public domain the report of the Comptroller 
and Auditor General for 2005-06 under paragraph 16(1) of Schedule 1 of the Political 
Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA) on his examination into the 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness with which the Commission has used its resources. 
The Committee has a statutory obligation1 to have regard to the most recent such report 
when considering the Electoral Commission’s proposed Estimates and Corporate Plan. 
The report, which was considered by us on 27 June 2007, is reproduced in the Appendix. 

2. The report focuses on the important issue of electoral registration and makes eight 
recommendations to the Electoral Commission, on the use of its new powers under the 
Electoral Administration Act 2006 to request information from Electoral Registration 
Officers; on improving the completeness and accuracy of electoral registers; and on 
performance measurement. 

3. We are grateful to the Comptroller and Auditor General for his thorough report. We are 
seeking the response of the Electoral Commission to the recommendations he has made. 

 

                                                       
1  By virtue of paragraphs 14 and 15 of Schedule 1 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000. 
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Appendix: Electoral Registration: The 
lynchpin of democracy 

Summary 

1. Electoral Registration is fundamental to the democratic process.  Citizens who are not registered are unable to 
vote.  The challenge facing those responsible for electoral registration, principally the Electoral Commission and 
Electoral Registration Officers, is to make sure that all who are eligible to vote are on the register, while 
maintaining its accuracy.1  

2. The most recent estimate of the extent of non-registration puts it between eight and nine percent of the 
population eligible to vote:  around 3.5 million people in England and Wales are missing from the registers2. 
Reduced levels of registration are one factor in low turnouts in recent elections, augmented by an increased level 
of political disengagement3.  

3. Our survey of Electoral Registration Officers and visits to local authorities showed that Electoral Registration 
Officers consider they know what works to make the registers more complete.  This includes door to door 
canvassing; cross checking to other council records; running information campaigns; and so on.  But there are 
no data to measure the cost effectiveness of activities nationally and there is no common, agreed basis for 
collecting costs data. Up to 2006, the Electoral Commission had no powers to collect these data.4 

4. We also found that Electoral Registration Officers do not consider accuracy to be an issue because they think 
that Registers are accurate:  in answer to our survey, around seventy per cent thought that the Registers were 
fraud free to some extent, but no work has been done nationally to establish whether or not this perception is 
accurate.  Recent publicity over electoral fraud suggests that this may not be the case.  

5. The Commission has investigated how complete the registers are but has not carried out similar work on 
accuracy, so the Commission has an estimate of the extent of under-registration, but not the extent to which 
there are people on electoral registers who should not be. The Commission has recently established firm 
definitions of accuracy and completeness in regard to electoral registers, to guide further work in this area.  

6. The Commission plans to undertake research to determine the completeness and accuracy of the electoral 
registers (both local government and Parliamentary) across Great Britain. A separate study is being conducted 
in Northern Ireland. The Commission has commissioned GfK NOP to undertake a small scale, country wide 
study as well as determining the most appropriate methodologies to use. 

7. The Commission believes that using Greater London for the pilot will challenge the methodology, as London’s 
high proportion of non-UK citizens and its relatively mobile population makes keeping accurate registers 
particularly challenging. Also, London is the only electoral region of the UK with no scheduled elections in 2007 
making it easier for Electoral Registration Officers to facilitate access to the electoral register.  

8. The Electoral Administration Act 2006 enables the Commission to set and monitor performance standards for 
registration and other electoral services and to collect financial information from Electoral Registration Officers 
on the costs of these services.  The Commission has announced that it will use these powers initially in the area 
of electoral registration.  It should use its new powers to request information from Electoral Registration 
Officers on the cost of the different activities to promote registration, on numbers joining and leaving the 
register as a result of each of these activities, and details of any activities undertaken by Electoral Registration 
Officers to establish the completeness and accuracy of their registers.  

                                                       
1  This is normally referred to as completeness and accuracy.  For the definitions of these two terms, as used by the 

Commission please see Annex 4 

2  As at October 2000 

3  An Audit of Political Engagement 1,2,3, and 4 2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard 
Society 

4  This was remedied by the Electoral Administration Act, 2006 
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9. These data should be used to confirm successful methods of improving the completeness and accuracy of the 
registers.  This is likely to need further investigation of the reasons for under registration and inaccuracy in the 
registers, and rigorous evaluation of the steps taken to improve this.  At present there is no reliable data and no 
reliable evaluation of the work done on the registers.  The Commission has conducted research with the Office 
for National Statistics into the completeness of the registers, but no work has yet been done to establish how 
accurate the registers are, because there is no agreed methodology.  Nor is there reliable data on costs, gathered 
on a consistent basis. 

10. Experience in Northern Ireland, where tighter controls have been introduced, is that the apparent level of 
registration fell. This outcome could be fewer people registering because it was more difficult or increasing 
controls removing inaccuracies from the register. The Northern Ireland approach may be a way forward, and 
the Commission has conducted research into identifying the reasons for the fall in registration as being the 
abolition of the ‘carry forward’ which allowed names to stay on the register from one year to the next. 
Experience in Northern Ireland also showed that individual registration was more effective than the annual 
canvass in increasing registration.5  

                                                       
5  The Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002: An Assessment of its first year of operation (December 2003); Analysis of 

the electoral register, September 2003 to May 2004 (August 2004); The impact of rolling registration on the electoral 
register (May 2005); The reinstatement effect (August 2005); The Abolition of the annual canvass (May 2006); Impact of 
individual registration on turnout at the May 2005 combined elections (June 2006); Analysis of the 2005 annual canvass 
(July 2006); Analysis of canvass non-response and non-registration and their impact on levels of registration (April 2007). 
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Recommendations 

On using the Commission’s new powers: 

1. The Commission should use its new powers to request information from Electoral Registration Officers on the 
cost of the different activities to promote registration, numbers joining and leaving the register as a result of 
each of these activities, and details of any activities undertaken by Electoral Registration Officers to establish the 
completeness and accuracy of their registers. These data could then be used to confirm successful methods of 
improving the completeness and accuracy of the registers. 

On improving the completeness of the register: 

2. The Commission should gather examples of initiatives taken by Electoral Registration Officers to improve 
response rates for registration, together with other information, such as the demographic profile of the 
authority, and use the data to review the effectiveness and comparative value for money, of the different 
methods of canvassing. This could be based on work already done by the Commission starting in 2002 with 
their report Making an Impact. They should share this information with Electoral Registration Officers, using 
among other methods, the Do Politics website (www.dopolititcs.co.uk) which acts as an ideas and resource hub 
for the electoral community. 

On improving the accuracy of the register: 

3. The Commission should reinforce its guidance to Electoral Registration Officers on how data matching can be 
used to validate registers for both completeness and accuracy.  Some Electoral Registration Officers have cited 
data protection issues as a reason for not attempting data matching6, despite clear guidance from the Electoral 
Commission.  The Commission has committed to producing a single comprehensive guide for Electoral 
Registration Officers by late 2007 which will cover data matching, data sharing and the intersection of electoral 
law and data protection. We welcome this commitment by the Commission as being a valuable step forward in 
making these issues clearer to all. 

4. The Commission should finalise the methodology for establishing the extent and causes of inaccuracy in the 
register and to identify necessary changes to systems to strengthen controls. 

On performance measurement: 

5. In finalising its performance measurement strategy, the Commission should consult with existing networks of 
Electoral Registration Officers (both formal such as the Association of Electoral Administrators and the Scottish 
Assessors Association; and informal).  This will enable it to identify performance measures that are a proper 
indicator of success and that also can be calculated without undue expense or waste of resources.  

6. The Commission should liaise with the Audit Commission and the relevant bodies in Scotland and Wales so 
that the eventual performance measurement regime is aligned with changes to the Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment.7   

7. The Commission should develop benchmarks for levels of election registration expenditure along with key 
performance indicators, to identify where resources may be a factor in performance issues.  These benchmarks 
could include the cost of the provision of electoral services and if possible registration; the percentage of the 
adult population on the register; the percentage of 16 and 17 year olds (attainers) registered as a percentage of 
expected population of the age group8; percentage and number of registered entries over 12 months old; 

                                                       
6  Data matching is the process of taking data from different sources and cross checking it, to ensure the accuracy of one or 

both of the data sets.  As a key principle of data protection is that data should only be used for the purpose for which it is 
given, there is some concern over the legality of this. 

7  The Comprehensive Performance Assessment is done by the Audit Commission and involves assessing all local authorities 
in England and Wales according to their performance across a range of indicators.  The system of CPA is changing. The 
intention is that rather than auditing every local authority in depth every year, information and data gathered from the 
authority should be used to identify those with the highest levels of risk.  These would then be selected for further audit.  
Past visits and other information from other sources would also be used as part of the risk assessment. 

8  This is an important benchmark because if 16 and 17 year olds are included on the register, they are more likely to remain 
on it and then to vote. 
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percentage of canvass forms returned (split between initial response and after follow up); and data on activities 
to encourage hard to reach groups to register, along with the costs and impact of the work. 

8. The Commission should use peer review for work on performance measurement, to encourage Electoral 
Registration Officers to buy into standards as a way to raise performance. The Commission should also explore 
the potential for the relevant local government audit body to contribute to this work, as part of the work of these 
bodies on local authorities’ performance measures. 
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Part 1: Electoral registration is fundamental to the democratic process 

1.1 Electoral registration is a key part of the democratic process.  In order to vote and engage fully in democratic 
elections you need to be on the electoral register.  Unless you or a member of the household has completed and 
returned the registration form correctly, you will be unable to vote. 

Responsibility for compiling and maintaining the electoral register in Great 
Britain rests mainly with local authorities 

1.2 The electoral registration system in Great Britain is based on household registration, and requires a single 
householder to complete a registration form annually on behalf of all eligible individuals residing at each property.  
The system is a legacy of nineteenth century legislation under which eligibility for registration resulted from an 
individual’s property ownership. 

1.3 Electoral Registration Officers are required by law to prepare and publish an electoral register for their area each 
year. Electoral Registration Officers are employed by local authorities and in most cases the area for which an 
Electoral Registration Officers is responsible corresponds with a local authority area. In Scotland, an Electoral 
Registration Officer may be responsible for more than one local authority area through Joint Valuation Boards.  
The Great Britain electoral register therefore consists of over 400 locally compiled registers listing the names and 
addresses of all individuals entitled to vote in each area. There is no single national register.  

1.4 There have been changes to the system of registration in Great Britain in recent years such as, for example, the 
introduction of “rolling registration”, which makes it possible for individuals to amend their details outside the 
period of the annual canvass.  However, the annual canvass form, which is the responsibility of only one member of 
the household, is still the principal mechanism by which the register is compiled and maintained.  (The electoral 
system in Northern Ireland differs and is described later on in this report.) 

Electoral Registration is more challenging due to societal change and political 
disengagement 

1.5 The electoral registration system has evolved very slowly since its creation, in contrast to more dramatic 
changes to the electoral population.  Changes to the population of potential registrants include: 

• population growth; 

• increasing population movement and mobility; 

• ageing of the population;  

• changing living arrangements such as communal living outside traditional family groups (for example, 
house sharing; student halls of residence; and shared accommodation for old people) which changes the 
concept of a ‘household’; 

• growth in ethnic minorities within the population; and 

• increases in the number of people for whom English is a second language.  This aspect is made more 
complicated where eligibility to vote in different types of elections differs. 

These factors have rapidly increased the size of those sections of society which are less likely to be registered, and 
are hardest to reach in campaigns aimed at encouraging registration. 

1.6 Studies undertaken jointly by the Commission and the Hansard Society9 show that levels of political 
engagement have remained steady over the period 2004 to 2007.  However, the trend in voter turnout is downward 
since 1945. See Figure 1 below which illustrates the drop in voter turnout in elections.  

                                                       
9  Audit of Political Engagement 1 to 4 published annually in March 2004, 2005, 2006 and 2007 
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Figure 1: Voter turnout at elections has fallen in recent years 
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Source: ukpolitical.info/Turnout45.htm 

The Electoral Commission has recognised the importance of electoral 
registration in setting its corporate objectives 

1.7 One of the Electoral Commission’s key corporate objectives is to improve electoral registration.  This is because 
the UK needs an electoral register that can safeguard voters’ rights and provide a sound basis for the election of 
democratic representatives.  The objective is to achieve: 

“Complete and accurate electoral registers and a well-run electoral registration process” 

1.8 The Commission is therefore a key stakeholder in the quality of electoral registers and invests significant 
resources in trying to improve them.  However, administration and production of electoral registers is the legal 
duty of Electoral Registration Officers, employed by Local Authorities. The Electoral Commission has no direct 
control over the Electoral Registration Officers responsible for preparing the registers and its role has been to offer 
advice and guidance. Until the passing of the Electoral Administration Act 2006, which gives the Commission new 
powers to establish performance standards for Electoral Registration Officers and to ask Electoral Registration 
Officers for information, the Commission had no direct levers which it could use to influence Electoral Registration 
Officers’ performance10. 

The challenge facing those responsible for electoral registration is to ensure 
that all who are eligible to vote are on the register, while maintaining its 
accuracy 

1.9 There are, however, tensions between these two facets of the objective.  Accuracy requires controls and 
administrative processes to be in place, but these processes could discourage people from registering, especially 
those in the hard to reach groups identified by the Commission.  These include young people; some ethnic 
minorities; those living in rented accommodation (compared to home owners).  Mobility was identified as a key 
factor in under registration.   Political disengagement is also likely to make non-registration more likely11. 

                                                       
10  Although under the Representation of the People Act 1983, there are powers on electoral registration available to the 

Secretary of State (section 52). 

11  Reasons for non registration are explored in detail in Part 2 of our report. 
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This report considers the success of efforts to tackle non registration and 
whether controls over registers are effective 

1.10 The report considers the work of the Commission and Electoral Registration Officers. Part 2 examines the 
efforts being made to tackle non-registration, and Part 3 considers the controls designed to maintain the accuracy 
of the register.  It also examines whether the causes of inaccuracies have been investigated and are sufficiently well 
understood. 

1.11 Figure 2 summarises the main sources of evidence for this report. We surveyed all Electoral Registration 
Officers in the UK (of over 400 Electoral Registration Officers, some 120 replied12) to provide comparable 
quantitative and qualitative data on registration across the country including both factual and opinion based 
questions; we visited six local authorities to identify issues and good practice in registration; and spoke to relevant 
stakeholders.  We also visited the Electoral Office for Northern Ireland (EONI), because the registration process is 
different in Northern Ireland.13 

 
Figure 2: Our sources of evidence in carrying out this examination 

Method Purpose 

Survey of Electoral Registration 
Officers (120 replies received to 
over 400 surveys sent out). 

To provide comparable qualitative and quantitative data on 
registration across the country.  There is considerable scope for 
variation in how Electoral Registration Officers perform their duties 
due to different local demands and constraints. 
 

Visits to six Local Authorities To gain an understanding of issues around registration and from 
senior officers to gain an understanding of how registration fits into 
other duties and services through interviews with Electoral Services 
and other staff, including Senior Officers, and the Chief Executive 
. 

Stakeholder Analysis and interviews 
as appropriate. 

To reflect the wide interest in electoral registration.  Among those 
interviewed were the Department for Constitutional Affairs; the 
Ministry of Defence; the Foreign and Commonwealth Office; 
Homelesslink; the Association of Electoral Administrators. 
 

Visit to Northern Ireland To consider the impact on registration and any lessons that could 
be applied to the rest of the United Kingdom.  The Electoral Office 
of Northern Ireland (EONI) have overseen a number of changes to 
registration, including a move to individual registration; the 
introduction of personal identifiers and most recently a move away 
from annual canvassing. 
 

Review of existing literature To gain an understanding of the registration framework and the 
current position to be able to benchmark it against best practice. 

                                                       
12  This level of response provides an accuracy of +/- 5%. 

13  Annex 1 describes the study methodology in more detail. 
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Part 2: What is being done to tackle non-registration? 

The Commission has carried out statistical research into patterns of non-
registration 

2.1 The Commission carried out research14 by checking a sample of electoral records for England and Wales to the 
2001 Census and the Labour Force Survey.  The best estimate for non-registration at 15 October 2000 lies between 
eight and nine per cent.  This rate means that around 3.5 million eligible people in England and Wales were missing 
from the register at that date. 

2.2 Mobility was identified as a key factor in non-registration, (35% non-registration amongst those resident in a 
location for 2 to 3 months, but 2% for those resident 10 or more years).  Non-registration was high among private 
renters and those in metropolitan areas, especially inner London.  People from some minority ethnic groups were 
not as likely to be registered as their white counterparts, as were young people and those living away from home. 
Finally there were those who did not register as they were disenchanted with politics and voting.  Few non-
registrants saw benefits to being registered. 

2.3 The Electoral Commission aims to encourage people to register to vote, but they cannot measure changes in 
registration levels except over the long term because there is no centrally held register.  This situation also makes it 
difficult to determine the impact of campaigns. It is not difficult to count the names on an area’s register, but it is 
hard to establish its level of completeness.  There is no reliable record of the total eligibility in a local authority 
against which the register can be checked. 

Our survey of Electoral Registration Officers supported the findings of the 
Commission’s work on registration 

2.4 Our survey of Electoral Registration Officers supports the Commission’s findings on the completeness of the 
register.  More than one third of respondents, however, thought non-registration was higher than 20 per cent. 
Electoral Registration Officers have the local knowledge of their areas and are best placed to estimate the levels of 
non-registration based on that knowledge, but their estimates have not been verified due to the point previously 
made in paragraph 2.3 above, that there is no source against which they can be checked. 

Figure 3: Around 94 per cent of Electoral Registration Officers we surveyed believed the 
register was at least 80 per cent complete 

Q 1.3 What is your opinion on the completeness of the register? 
 
Completeness Respondents  Percentage  
Over 90 per cent 75  62.5  
Between 80 and 89 per cent 37  31.1  
Under 80 per cent 8  6.4  

 

Source: NAO Survey on Electoral Registration Officers 

The Electoral Administration Act 2006 establishes a duty for Electoral 
Registration Officers to ensure the registers are as complete and accurate as 
possible 

2.5 Following the enactment of section 9 of the Electoral Administration Act 200615 each Electoral Registration 
Officer must take all steps necessary for the purpose of complying with his duty to maintain the registers. 16  The 

                                                       
14  Understanding Electoral Registration September 2005; Electoral Commission. This work was done in conjunction with the 

Office of National Statistics.  
15  See Appendix 3 for a Summary of Key Legislation 
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Electoral Registration Officer has to send a form to every property in the area and follow up non-returns through 
postal reminders and door-to-door visits (the annual canvass).  Following up the initial mailing is compulsory 
under the new section 9A of the Representation of the People Act 1983.  Door to door enquiries where no response 
has been received are now mandatory. Where the return for the household listing individuals and their details is 
unchanged, some Electoral Registration Officers have set up a system for a telephone or internet return to be made 
confirming that there are no amendments. 

2.6 Following the initial mailing of the form, some electors will register immediately by returning their forms or 
using telephone or internet registration service where this is available, and where they are confirming that there 
have been no changes to the household.  Our survey and interviews with Electoral Registration Officers found that 
they considered personal canvassing the most effective means of increasing registration, following the mailing of 
the registration form (Figure 4).  Electoral Registration Officers believed, for example, that some people waited until 
the canvassers came round to fill in the form.  The effectiveness of personal canvassing comes from the local 
knowledge and experience of the canvassers. 

Figure 4: Electoral Registration Officers consider personal canvassing an 
effective means of increasing registration 

Q 2.5 Effective methods to increase registration
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Source: NAO Survey of Electoral Registration Officers 

 
2.7 The annual canvass is a resource intensive and demanding process which depends on local knowledge and 
experience to reduce under- registration and inaccuracies. One local authority we visited employed 110 canvassers 
for up to 5 weeks.  As Figure 5 shows, recruiting and retaining canvassers was identified as an issue by 44 per cent of 
Electoral Registration Officers in our survey.  

                                                                                                                                                                       
16  Steps include: sending more than once to any address the form to be used for the canvass; making on one or more 

occasions house to house inquiries; making contact by other means with persons who do not have an entry in a register; 
and inspecting any records held by any person. 
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Figure 5: Many Electoral Registration Officers find it difficult to recruit staff for canvassing 

Q 4.8 In your opinion how easy do you find it to recruit sufficient 
canvas staff?  
 Respondents  Percentage 
Very easy 0  0.0 
Easy 15  12.6 
Average 43  36.1 
Difficult 32  26.9 
Very difficult 21  17.6 
N/A 8  6.7 

Source: NAO Survey of Electoral Registration Officers 
2.8 During our fieldwork we spoke to some canvassers who expressed concerns about personal safety and also 
about the difficulty of gaining access to places such as flats or gated communities.  One authority had produced 
detailed health and safety guidelines covering threats of violence and other hazards.   Other difficulties cited 
included the time of year of annual canvass (September-November) which means it is dark, cold, and wet; lack of 
trust and wariness of people answering unexpected calls; lack of understanding of other uses of the register, such as 
for debt collection. There is also a lack of awareness of electoral registration in general, including eligibility 
requirements, nationality requirements and the fact that voting is not compulsory. 

Some groups of non-registrants are particularly hard to reach   

2.9 Our survey of Electoral Registration Officers and interviews with other stakeholders found that some groups of 
non-registrants are hard to reach. This finding is consistent with the Commission’s research into under 
registration, which identified as hard to reach groups young people and those living in multi-occupancy 
accommodation (such as students, over 65’s in sheltered housing or care homes, and service personnel) and those 
living in metropolitan areas, with more mobile populations.   

2.10 Our review of responses by local authority type showed that non-registration was a bigger issue in London 
Boroughs and large cities. Electoral Registration Officers noted that non-registration was more likely where the 
“household” being registered was, for example, a multi-occupancy home or block of flats rather than the 
“traditional” household.  Disengagement, or lack of interest in the process (sometimes even a distrust of authority) 
were also cited by interviewees as reasons for non-registration.  

There are a number of barriers to registration  

2.11 Our survey, interviews with Electoral Registration Officers and interviews with other stakeholders, together 
with the Commission’s own research, highlight a number of barriers which need to be addressed if registration is to 
increase:  

• Indifference or hostility to registration in particular or authority in general; 

• Limited penalties to force registration, and a reluctance to enforce the penalties17 that exist; 

• A lack of understanding of the benefits of registration; 

• The complexity of the registration form; 

• Literacy issues amongst those completing the form; 

• English as a second language; 

• Difficulties faced by canvassers; 

• The number of bodies involved or with an interest in the registration process; 

                                                       
17  The penalty for non-completion or false declaration on a Registration form is a fine of up to £1,000. 
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• Confusion amongst Electoral Registration Officers and their staff over rights to use data matching to 
identify under registration as well as inaccuracies; 

• Scarce or limited resources available to Electoral Registration Officers. 

Non-registrants see no benefits to being registered and are sometimes actively 
hostile  

2.12 Indifference or hostility towards registration, because of peoples’ misunderstanding of the purpose of the 
register or from suspicion that the register would be used for other purposes was an issue raised by Electoral 
Services staff, and senior officers; and amongst others, by canvassers we spoke with at one local authority.  This 
reaction was especially the case in metropolitan areas with a highly mobile population, a large number of young 
people and people from ethnic minorities. 

2.13 The Electoral Commission and Electoral Registration Officers run information campaigns aimed at 
overcoming resistance to registration.  However, both Electoral Registration Officers and the Commission 
recognise that there may be a point beyond which further expenditure ceases to provide value for money, because 
fewer new registrations will result from the activity. For example one Electoral Registration Officer noted that it was 
a commonly held belief amongst his peers that a lot of extra money was now needed to overcome resistance to 
registration sufficiently to gain a significant number of extra registrants. 

Stakeholders believed sanctions, such as fines, may act as a deterrent to 
people registering 

2.14 Electoral Registration Officers and the Department for Constitutional Affairs noted that legislation provides 
for fines of £1000 for non-registration, but some stakeholders we interviewed, including some Electoral 
Registration Officers thought that fines were not worth pursuing and may even act as a deterrent to registration.  
Electoral Registration Officers were not aware of fines being imposed. Our field work in Northern Ireland found 
that some prosecutions are being considered to encourage people to maintain their personal details accurately on 
the register in the absence of an annual canvass.   

People’s understanding of the benefits of registration or risks of not 
registering is limited 

2.15 Few non-registrants see benefits to being registered, 18 even though unless registered they would not be able to 
vote.  There are, however, a number of other risks, in addition to the possible fine. It may be difficult to obtain 
credit, because credit reference companies make checks against the register.  Some Electoral Registration Officers 
highlight this with potential registrants, but others are reluctant to do so because some members of the public see 
this as a disbenefit and a reason for hostility to the registration process.  

2.16 Electoral Registration Officers, staff at Department for Constitutional Affairs and other stakeholders 
(including the Commission) we interviewed agreed that persuading people of the benefits of registration was key to 
increasing engagement, and translating registration into votes.  This view guides both Electoral Registration 
Officers and the Commission’s approach based on information campaigns and partnering arrangements with 
groups working with those ‘hard to reach’. 

Electoral Registration Officers we surveyed felt that the complexity of the 
registration form and eligibility rules make it difficult for some people to 
complete the form. 

2.17 Canvassers said that part of their role was to answer questions from those wishing to register, who found the 
registration form difficult.  The Electoral Commission’s rolling registration form model has been checked for plain 
English and Electoral Registration Officers should be encouraged to use this version. In practice, our visits 
identified some differences in the forms used.  Most Electoral Registration Officers surveyed use information 

                                                       
18  Understanding Electoral Registration, September 2005, published by the Electoral Commission. 
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campaigns to inform the public but said that personal canvassing was an important element to explain the form or 
answer individual’s queries.   

2.18 Complexity of the eligibility rules can be exacerbated by literacy problems.  One of the Electoral Registration 
Officers stated that literacy was an issue in their authority and is a contributory factor to fears over electoral fraud, 
as the canvass form allows the voter to ask for a postal or proxy form to be sent to them.  Amendments to the 
electoral process following the Electoral Administration Act 2006 will require those applying for an absent vote to 
submit a signature and date of birth to their Electoral Registration Officer.  While this requirement acts as a 
safeguard, it may also deter those with literacy problems from registering. 

2.19 The complexity of the rules over eligibility is even more of a problem for those with English as a second 
language.  Electoral Registration Officers in our survey identified non-English speakers as hardest to register:  40 
per cent of our respondents said that it was hard or very hard for non-English speakers to register and they are a 
growing group who are often young and mobile as well.   

2.20 The Electoral Commission and Electoral Registration Officers publish leaflets in relevant languages to 
encourage registration, but registration may be further complicated depending on the nationality of the non-
English speaker concerned.  Some non-English speakers will be ineligible and some may be eligible to register but 
not to vote in all elections. Eligibility rules are different for local, national, and European elections.  Any leaflet 
published or other guidance given (for example by telephone advice lines or on websites) needs to be clear to avoid 
confusion.  Our review of forms from a sample of authorities visited suggests that forms are generally clear and 
reasonably easy to understand, but this is a risk that needs to be managed by authorities. 

2.21 Once registered, providing there are no changes, people can sign and return the form year-on-year, or confirm 
by telephone or on-line. On-line and phone declarations can free up resources to be redeployed on hard to reach 
groups.  One Electoral Registration Officer considered that simplified re-registration reduced the need to send as 
many reminders to those already on the register and had increased re-registration rates by 25 per cent. 

2.22 The case study below on increasing registration rates amongst service personnel illustrates the progress that 
can be made by a coordinated and thought out approach. 

 

The Electoral Commission worked with the Ministry of Defence on an information campaign aimed at 
increasing registration among service personnel 

1) After the 2005 General Election the Ministry of Defence (MoD) ran an information campaign to coincide 
with the annual canvass.  They also issued a questionnaire to a random sample of service personnel asking 
a range of questions about electoral registration: how many people were registered before the general 
election; how many voted; and how many were currently registered. The reasons for non-registration were 
also explored and questions asked about the information sent out regarding electoral matters. 

2) 60% of respondents were registered to vote at the last general election (13% did not know whether they 
were or not).  42% of those not registered claimed they had not received a form.  25% were “not interested 
in voting”, 23%“did not know how to register” and 15% intended to but did not get round to it. 

There were a number of reasons for the low levels of registration  

3) The overall rate of registration – at 60% - is significantly lower than the national average of around 90%.  
The extent of non-registration should be considered in the context that the prevalent demographic of 
members of the armed forces is young and mobile. But 40% non-registration level is significant. 

4) At one time Service Personnel could only register as Service voters and, once they had, this remained 
extant throughout their time in the Services.  Changes to legislation allowed service personnel to register as 
ordinary voters if they wished. Those continuing to register as service voters had to register annually. 
However, only 39% of respondents to the survey were aware of this requirement. 

5) The Electoral Administration Act 2006 contains a power enabling extension of the service declaration from 
1 year up to 5.  As the length of a posting is typically 2-3 years, this would benefit personnel abroad. As a 
consequence, the service declaration has been extended to 3 years. This provision came into effect in 
January 2007.  The MOD has publicised this change on its intranet. 

6) Reasons for non-registration are similar to the rest of the population: disengagement; mobility; lack of 
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information or awareness that they needed to register, complicated by legislative change. 
The Electoral Commission has worked with the MoD to address registration of service personnel 

7) The MoD holds monthly operational meetings with the Commission.  Relationships are good and a 
combined information and registration form leaflet, “Register to Vote” was jointly designed and published 
by the Commission and distributed by the MoD.  They also ran a major joint information campaign to 
coincide with the annual canvass.  The MoD has undertaken to repeat this each year.   

8) The MoD repeated their survey after this year’s information campaign, to assess the impact since the 2005 
survey.  The survey will determine registration levels for service personnel in the UK and abroad, and 
further explore some of the reasons that cause Service personnel not to register.  

 

 

Our survey of Electoral Registration Officers found that lack or scarcity of 
resources is seen by them as a barrier to fulfilling their role as effectively as 
they would like 

2.23 In our survey, we asked Electoral Registration Officers for the levels of resources they received and for their 
views. The majority of Electoral Registration Officers responded that funding from the local authority and from 
central government was just adequate, or not quite enough (Figure 6).  Electoral Registration Officers felt that only 
a basic service could be provided (essentially only the annual canvass) and that focused campaigns, and in some 
cases additional responsibilities under the Electoral Administration Act 2006, could suffer. 

Figure 6: The majority of Electoral Registration Officers believe public funding is just adequate 
or not quite enough 
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Source: NAO Survey on Electoral Registration 
 
2.24 We asked Electoral Registration Officers to provide budget figures in response to our survey.  We also asked 
for the number of electors on their register, to the nearest thousand. 

Figure 7: There is a wide range of expenditure and a wide range of electoral population 
among the Electoral Registration Officers surveyed 

Electorate Average Cost High19 Low20 Average21 
Over 200,000 £518,769 £3.28 £0.38 £1.72 
100,000 to 200,000 £171,445 £3.39 £0.27 £1.34 
Under 100,000 £134,260 £25.36 £0.27 £2.18 
Source: NAO Survey on Electoral Registration 

                                                       
19  The highest spend per elector by an authority in that range 

20  The lowest spend per elector in that range 

21  The average figure is found by adding the individual averages for each authority in the range and dividing it by the 
number of authorities in that range 
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2.25 Twenty three per cent of Electoral Registration Officers did not provide data in responding to our survey.  Of 
the 23 per cent, one percent was unwilling to share data; three per cent specifically stated that they did not have the 
figures and 19 per cent provided no reason for not providing figures. 

2.26 The amounts varied widely in terms of what was included in costs, making meaningful comparisons difficult.  
In some cases the amounts included all electoral services costs and in other cases amounts were estimates or the 
actual costs of registration alone.  Some amounts included the department’s share of overhead.  Without a common 
basis for reporting costs, the Commission cannot establish robust performance measures, taking account of the 
substantial differences in the size of populations for which Electoral Registration Officers are responsible, and 
demographic differences between areas. 

 

Figure 8: There is a wide variation in expenditure per elector from authority to authority 
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Source: NAO analysis of survey results 
 
2.27 Based on our sample, there is no correlation between spend and levels of registration.  Of the six authorities 
with completeness levels estimated by Electoral Registration Officers as below 80%; two had expenditure levels 
above the average spend per elector and the other four had below average spend per elector, although two of these 
were only just below average.  The authority with the lowest reported levels of registration did however have the 
lowest expenditure per elector.  Without more detailed data, both in terms of how the costs are made up and other 
factors affecting the authority (e.g. in terms of the electorate’s demographic), it is not possible to draw firm 
conclusions from this data.  At present this data is not always available and is not prepared on a consistent or 
comparable basis. 

2.28 The Department for Constitutional Affairs provided local authorities with an additional £2.1 million funding, 
equivalent to an estimated 53 pence per elector, to support increased duties following the Electoral Administration 
Act 2006.  Compared to the average of £1.39 total spending estimated above, the addition was significant.  
Approximately one third of the money, which was distributed through the Rates Support Grant, is estimated to 
have been used for electoral registration.22 Electoral Registration Officers we surveyed noted that the monies were 

                                                       
22  Research conducted by the Association of Electoral Administrators. 
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not ring fenced for registration and in their view Electoral Registration teams had not received the extra money, or 
only in part.  One Electoral Registration Officer said “I have enough funding to do what is required of me and no 
more.  I did not receive any of the money provided by Department of Constitutional Affairs”. 

Electoral Registration Officers can use other sources of information to find 
people who are not on the register and then canvass them but not all are 
aware of the extent of their powers 

2.29 Our interviews and fieldwork showed that there was confusion among Electoral Registration Officers over 
using other data to find people not on the register.  In Northern Ireland there is specific legislation to enable use of 
relevant data sources such as the National Insurance Number database, for checking the register.  The Commission 
have published guidance on the use of data matching but some Electoral Registration Officers do not seem to be 
aware of this.   

Local authorities’ campaigns use both Electoral Commission and local material 

2.30 Electoral Registration Officers carry out information campaigns, especially around the time of the annual 
canvass using Electoral Commission material, or their own information and advertising. In our survey and visits, 
we asked Electoral Registration Officers about the effectiveness of their campaigns and different methods of 
campaigning.  They had views on what they thought worked but our visits revealed that there was little formal 
evaluation to gauge efficiency or cost-effectiveness. Figure 7 shows in order of effectiveness, Electoral Registration 
Officers’ views on methods of canvassing  Electoral Registration Officers recognise that certain groups are under-
registered, but information based campaigns do not appear to be reaching them.  

Figure 7: Electoral Registration Officers believe the annual canvass the most effective, and 
focus on under represented groups the least effective method of campaigning 

Method of Canvassing Percentage finding it effective 
Annual canvass Positive 67% 
Rolling Registration Positive 55% 
Campaigns for specific elections Positive 41% 
Focus on under represented groups Negative 

 
Source: NAO Survey of Electoral Registration Officers 
 

The Commission conducts information campaigns and provides information to 
the public  

2.31 The Commission targets its information campaigns using a variety of methods chosen according to the 
intended audience.  For example, home movers are targeted using Royal Mail information on those changing 
address.  Hard to reach groups often require more resource intensive methods. Through its Partnership Grants the 
Commission is trying to coordinate with other organisations already working with hard to reach groups.  The first 
grants, in October 2006, have been made to groups working with young people outside formal education, ethnic 
minorities and disabled people.   

The Commission provides advice and guidance to help Electoral Registration 
Officers operate efficiently  

2.32 Following the Electoral Administration Act 2006, electoral officers can do work to promote awareness, but 
should have regard to Electoral Commission guidance. Central government funding for this work will be available 
from the beginning of the 2007-08 financial year.    Electoral Registration Officers surveyed believed that the 
Commission had made an impact, including through their awareness campaigns, but they expressed some 
reservations about the Commission’s understanding of local issues and priorities.  The results of our survey and 
anecdotal evidence from our fieldwork suggest that the use of the Commission’s materials is patchy.  The current 
restructuring of the Commission, to include regional offices in England should be seen as an opportunity to build 



Speaker’s Committee Second  Report 2007   21 

 

relationships and develop a greater understanding of local issues, whilst retaining a national perspective as 
appropriate. 

There is little monitoring of the impact of Electoral Registration Officers on 
registration locally, and it is difficult to assess the impact of the Commission 
nationally on registration  

2.33 Local authorities have not monitored or evaluated the impact of their work on registration levels 
systematically.  We found that some authorities have prepared reports, and tried to gather and share information 
with peers.  This is not, however, universal practice among Electoral Registration Officers.  The Commission have 
undertaken tracking research into the effectiveness of various types of advertising.  As part of building relationships 
with Electoral Registration Officers the Commission should share its research with Electoral Registration Officers.   

2.34 The Commission has done this in the past through the 2002 report Making an Impact which reviewed the 
communication methods used by local authorities to promote awareness of electoral issues. A cope of this report 
was sent to all local authorities in the UK. The Commission also has case studies of local authority work to 
encourage participation in lections on its website www.dopolitics.org.uk. As well as tracking research, the 
Commission evaluates the impact of particular activities by asking Electoral Registration Officers to record the 
numbers of forms returned and levels of duplication. For example in 2006, 272 Electoral Registration Officers 
(67%) reported that they had received 46,000 new registrations. From these results the Commission was able to 
extrapolate that approximately 69,000 people had registered as a result of the home mover mailing. 

2.35 In the longer term, a key impact of the performance measurement and standard setting role of the 
Commission under the Electoral Administration Act 2006, should be the gathering of data to enable assessments of 
the effectiveness of different approaches to enable Electoral Registration Officers to better focus resources. There 
should also be post campaign evaluation. This approach would require the Electoral Registration Officers to 
identify how a successful outcome should be measured prior to the campaign.  The results should be shared with 
the Commission to enable benchmarking and sharing of best practice between Electoral Registration Officers. 
Some Electoral Registration Officers already produce information and share this with others.  As part of the 
preparation for the introduction of performance measurement, the Commission should identify those Electoral 
Registration Officers already preparing data and sharing information with each other. 
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Part 3: Are the Controls over Electoral 
Registration Effective? 

Household registration, and multiple registers makes checking accuracy 
difficult 

3.1 There are currently over 400 separately compiled electoral registers covering the country.  As the register is 
collated by address it is very difficult to check accuracy.  In England, Scotland and Wales registration is by 
household, and no personal identifiers, such as date of birth, signature or national insurance number are required.  
This makes it more difficult to control the accuracy of the register because there is no independent source against 
which details can be checked. 

3.2 The Commission definition of completeness and accuracy are set out below. Completeness means that every 
person who is entitled to have an entry in an electoral register is registered; that no one not entitled (including the 
dead and fictional person) are registered and that all relevant fields are completed in relations to every entry on an 
electoral register. Accuracy means that none of the information relating to any person registered is false or 
incorrect, intentionally or otherwise. 

3.3 In contrast, in Northern Ireland additional information – signature, date of birth and national insurance 
number - is required to register.  Photographic ID is required to vote.  As there are no personal identifiers on the 
Register in Great Britain and because registration is by household it is difficult to confirm from the register the 
identity of individuals.  An individual called “John Smith” at one address, for example, may or may not be the same 
person as the “John Smith” recorded at a different address.  Other sources of data, such as Council Tax records, 
may not list each individual at an address. 

Controls have been strengthened following concerns over electoral fraud  

3.4 There have been a number of high profile cases of electoral fraud in for example Burnley, Bradford and 
elsewhere, leading to public concern about the robustness of the electoral process. 23  These cases arose from alleged 
misuse of absentee (postal or proxy) voting.  Weaknesses in the controls over absent voting stem in part, however, 
from a lack of controls provided by the registration process. As no identifiers are provided at registration the 
Electoral Registration Officer had nothing to check a postal vote application against, as no details were sought at 
registration.  It has been found that postal vote applications have been completed on behalf of another individual, 
without informing them.  In the absence of reason to suspect fraud or error the Electoral Registration Officer had 
no choice but to accept the application for an absent vote at face value, as is the general approach in electoral law.  
This postal or proxy vote could then be used by the fraudster, without the legitimate voter knowing. 

3.5 The Electoral Administration Act 2006 has strengthened controls, although it has not eliminated this weakness 
altogether.   The changes made now require new applicants for absent votes to include their date of birth and a 
signature on their absent vote application form.  During an election Electoral Registration Officers must make 
arrangements for staff counting the votes to check signatures on a sample of at least 20 per cent of postal ballot 
papers to the signatures and dates of birth on the original applications.  

Existing controls over registers are not sufficient to prevent fraud or error  

3.6 The system as it currently stands operates to a large extent on trust.  Unless the Electoral Registration Officer 
has good reason to think that there is an error (deliberate or accidental), they cannot challenge the return.  From 
our interviews with Electoral Registration Officers we found that their approach, where there are doubts over a 
registration form, is to ask for more information from registrants. There are powers to do this in the relevant 

                                                       
23  19 October 2006 The two Liberal Democrat councillors on trial for electoral fraud in Burnley at the local elections of 2004 

were convicted of postal vote rigging.  Both were jailed for 18 months.  30 November 2006 The Times reported that West 
Yorkshire police had forwarded a file to Crown Prosecution Service after an investigation into postal voting irregularities 
in Bradford at the local elections in 2005. The Times had reported in April 2005 that a Conservative councillor in Bradford, 
had 13 voters registered at his home, all of whom had applied for postal votes. 
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regulations.  If no reply is received, however, Electoral Registration Officers’ responses suggested they would be 
more likely to err on the side of leaving someone on the register, rather than removing them. 

3.7 The principal method of checking is scrutiny of forms by Electoral Services teams for apparent anomalies, such 
as unusually large numbers of registrants at a single residence or registrations at a derelict property.  This approach 
relies on a combination of judgement, local knowledge and corroborative information supplied by others, such as 
planning departments. The effectiveness of checking may vary.  

3.8 The current operation of the system is often effectively to accept the accuracy of the form at face-value. The 
checks that can be carried out 24 are sending out registration forms, personal canvassing, and inspecting other 
records available such as council tax records.  These checks would not prevent additional voters being added to the 
register, or absent votes being applied for and subsequently misused.   There are new powers for an Electoral 
Registration Officer to review register entries at any time.   

The perception among Electoral Registration Officers is that there is little fraud 

3.9 Our survey found that Electoral Registration Officers feel the current system of regulation has a slightly positive 
impact on increasing registration, monitoring completeness of the register and detecting inaccuracies.  Electoral 
Registration Officers believe it has been neutral in respect of existing levels of fraud and negative in preventing 
fraud happening in the future. This perception may, however, increase the risk that fraud could go undetected, as 
Electoral Registration Officers may not be as watchful for fraud as they would be if they believed it to be more of a 
threat.  None of these findings is an endorsement of the current system, but the findings on detecting inaccuracies 
and fraud and in preventing fraud suggest that Electoral Registration Officers do not view fraud as a major issue.  
This may increase the risk of fraud, as they will therefore not be as pro-active in managing the risk. The 
Commission has a long standing recommendation in place for the introduction of a system of individual 
registration which would mean that electors would have to provide personal identifiers when registering to vote. 
And in its 2003 report, The electoral registration process the Commission recommended the introduction of Co-
ordinated On-line Record of Electors (CORE) which would provide the potential for the identification of 
illegitimate duplicate entries appearing and therefore increased accuracy. This development was provided for in the 
Electoral Administration Act with the intention of allowing registers to be consolidated into a centralised record.  

Figure 8: Some 70% of Electoral Registration Officers surveyed said that their local register 
was fraud free to some extent 

   
Source: NAO Survey on Electoral Registration 

 

3.10 In evidence to the Committee on Standards in Public Life, some witnesses expressed concern about 
inaccuracies on the register. (See Annex 8 for a summary of the Report of the 11th Enquiry, which covered the 
Electoral Commission.) One witness commented: “The first step is to take the matter seriously and that means 
recognising that redundant names is just as important a problem as missing names, because if you have people on 
the register who should not be, the dead and the non-existent, plus a system of postal voting that is, as I said to you 

                                                       
24  Section 9 of the Electoral Administration Act 2006 
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in June, a lethal cocktail that leads to electoral fraud.”25  The Commission’s guidance to Electoral Registration 
Officers on their new duties reinforced that the duty to take necessary steps included removing redundant entries. 

3.11 Other witnesses were less convinced of the risk of widespread fraud.  “Electoral fraud has been overstated for 
some time. I think some of the issues are around culture, around the way in which different communities perceive 
the operation and management of elections.  Some of these issues need to be treated with a degree of sensitivity.”26 
In early 2007, the Commission commissioned GfK NOP to undertake a pilot study to examine the accuracy and 
completeness of electoral registers across Greater London. This pilot will determine the feasibility and most 
appropriate methodology to employ in advance if rolling the research out to the whole of Great Britain later in 2007 
with a separate study in Northern Ireland. The Commission plans to publish the results of this research in late May 
2007.  

3.12 However, in its report on the 2005 General Election, the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
concluded that “The introduction of postal voting on demand without the need to present a reason for the 
application, has demonstrated the vulnerability of any trust based electoral process.27 

3.13 The Committee on Standards in Public Life noted some 20 cases of electoral fraud between 2001 and 2007 in 
its final report.28 Going further, on 15 January 2007, in a speech to an elections conference, Sir Alistair Graham 
reported that he was aware that since 2001, 342 “cases of electoral malpractice” have been reported to the Crown 
Prosecution Service (CPS). The Commission has since examined the files in question and published its initial 
analysis on its website. Three per cent of the allegations referred to, a total of seven allegations, related to electoral 
registration.  In the light of conflicting evidence and the perceptions of Electoral Registration Officers, it is crucial 
that the Commission investigates the accuracy of the Register, whether caused by fraud or error and then starts to 
address the issues. 

3.14 The Electoral Commission has provided guidance on the new duties of Electoral Registration Officers under 
the Electoral Administration Act 2006.  In interviews a number of Electoral Registration Officers stated that this 
guidance had been issued too close to the annual canvass to be helpful.  However the Act was only passed in July 
2006, with the provisions coming into force on 11 September 2006, giving little time.  This may therefore have an 
impact on the consistency with which controls are applied. 

Individual registration in Northern Ireland led to a drop of ten per cent on the 
register 

3.15 In Northern Ireland an identification document, national insurance number, date of birth and signature, are 
all required to vote.  There is also a system of individual, in contrast to household, registration.  This process was 
introduced to address perceptions of electoral fraud in Northern Ireland. 

3.16 In August 2003, The Electoral Commission published a report giving a positive overall assessment of the new 
Northern Ireland regime.29 Comments included the observation that the anti-fraud measures had had a positive 
impact in restoring integrity to the electoral process in Northern Ireland. However, the research also showed that 
the registration rate of 95.5% was likely to have been an overestimation of the actual numbers of people registered. 

3.17 However, overall registration in Northern Ireland has fallen, from 1,069,160 (84.8 per cent of voting age 
population) in 2003, to 1,047,601 (83.1 per cent) in 2004. This number compares with a registration figure of over 
90% for England and Wales in the Commission’s September 2005 report. Low registration was also found to be 
particularly prevalent among certain groups, such as voters aged 18-24 (71 per cent registration rate).   

                                                       
25  Evidence from Dr Pinto-Duschinsky to the Committee on Standards in Public Life 14 September 2006 (11th Enquiry into the 

Electoral Commission) 

26  Evidence from Sir Howard Bernstein, Manchester City Council to the Committee on Standards in Public Life 14 September 
2006. 

27  Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights United Kingdom Of Great Britain And Northern Ireland General 
Election 5 May 2005 OSCE/ODIHR Assessment Mission Report  

28  Committee on Standards in Public Life Review of the Electoral Commission January 2007.  See Appendix 8 for a summary 
of the report. 

29  The Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002: An Assessment of its First Year in Operation, Electoral Commission. 
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3.18 The Commission’s Report attributes the fall in Northern Ireland registrations to four factors: cessation of 
“carrying forward”30; identification of multiple registrations; removal of former residents of Northern Ireland no 
longer eligible; and potential fraudulent entries which were removed.  

3.19 The cost of individual registration in the first year was estimated at approximately £1.90 per elector. This was 
calculated by the Electoral Office of Northern Ireland, based on an overall cost of administration of £2.044 million.  
There is currently no reliable comparable data on the cost of registration in England, Scotland and Wales, although 
the data received from Electoral Registration Officers in our survey suggested an average cost of £1.39 per elector. 
(See para 2.24 above.) 

Lack of research on accuracy makes it difficult to assess the extent of error and 
address it 

3.20 The Commission recognises the value of further research into the accuracy of the electoral register.  The pilot 
study referred to above in Greater London will enable the Commission to determine the most appropriate 
methodology to be employed for research planned later in 2006 to determine the accuracy of the electoral registers 
in Great Britain. The Commission has also worked with law enforcement agencies and the Association of Electoral 
Administrators to identify and tackle incorrect or potentially fraudulent registration and to actively promote best 
practice in electoral registration. In the meantime the development of performance measurement and a standard 
setting regime should help to identify and address immediate concerns over accuracy stemming from 
acknowledged weaknesses and known instances of alleged fraud.   

Standard setting and performance measurement provide an opportunity to 
address both the completeness and the accuracy of the register 

3.21 During our visits to local authorities, all Electoral Registration Officers supported the introduction of standard 
setting and performance measurement.  They were especially interested in data and knowledge sharing between 
different local authorities to allow meaningful comparisons to be made and evaluations of different methods of 
encouraging registration and enhancing accuracy to be carried out. 

3.22 Such regimes are not easy to design and operate. The Electoral Administration Act 2006 gives the Commission 
power to set performance measures and request information, but they have no direct control over Electoral 
Registration Officers.  They are keen to avoid overburdening Electoral Registration Officers with too bureaucratic 
an approach to standards and performance measurement. 

3.23 Our survey and field visits to Electoral Registration Officers found that they want performance measures to 
have the effect of improving performance and sharing best practice, rather than being used to punish 
“underperforming” authorities.  One possible method of approaching performance measurement would be to use a 
risk-based system of peer review. These views have also been provided to the Commission and their plans are 
reflective of them. 

The Commission has consulted widely as it develops its performance 
management framework 

3.24 The Commission has used consultants, and consulted local authorities, as it establishes its performance 
management framework.  The framework is still work in progress, and no firm decisions on individual indicators 
and standards have yet been made. The Commission has decided to concentrate first on indicators and standards 
for electoral registration.  The Commission has decided that it needs to reflect the lighter touch regulation and 
performance measurement regime being established in local government, to achieve support from local authorities.  
If the performance measures are to achieve improvement in performance, the local authorities need to accept them, 
and feel that they add value.  The relevant local government audit bodies and government departments should be 
consulted, to enable development of proposed measures which are in line with other performance measuring 
regimes. 

                                                       
30  i.e. if no registration form is returned, the name is removed from the register, rather than being carried forward for a   

number of years 
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3.25  Guidance published jointly by the NAO, Audit Commission, and others sets out good practice in 
performance measurement and pitfalls to avoid. 31  The guidance includes checklists which the Commission should 
use to challenge the performance measures it devises.  We have offered the Commission guidance from our 
Performance Measurement team, once the potential development of measures is advanced further. 

                                                       
31  Choosing the Right Fabric: A Framework for Performance Information. HM Treasury, 2003 
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Annex 1 – Methodology 

Local Authority Visits 

We visited six Local Authorities across the country: Ayrshire, London Borough of Hackney, Pembrokeshire, St 
Edmundsbury, Bradford Metropolitan District Council and Bristol City Council, thereby including at least one 
authority with historically high levels of registration, one with low levels of registration, an urban authority and a 
rural authority.  We conducted semi-structured interviews with electoral administration staff to get an 
understanding of the “ground level” issues around registration, with senior management of the authorities, where 
available (we spoke to Chief Executives at 4 authorities and other senior staff at the other 2), to understand strategic 
issues and with councillors to talk about registration from a political perspective.  We reviewed any local 
registration campaigns, and considered whether they assessed their value for money.  Our visits coincided with the 
annual canvass and so provided timely insights into the current approach. 

Survey of Electoral Registration Officers 

Electoral Registration Officers have responsibility for production of the electoral register in their area.  There is 
considerable scope for variation in how this is done because of different local demands and constraints. Our short 
survey of Electoral Registration Officers, including both factual and opinion based questions provided comparable 
quantitative and qualitative data on registration across of the country. 

Stakeholder Analysis 

To reflect the wide interest in electoral registration we conducted a broad appraisal of opinions and evidence on the 
subject.  This appraisal was in the form of a combination of generic and specific questions for each recipient.  We 
received input from the Electoral Commission in finalising our list of interested parties in order to ensure 
maximum coverage and were particularly interested in gaining input from: 

• The Electoral Commission itself 

• The Department for Constitutional Affairs 

• The Speaker’s Committee 

• Parties with an interest in specific groups, such as Operation Black Vote, the Ministry of Defence (service 
personnel) and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (overseas residents) 

• The Association of Electoral Administrators 

Northern Ireland visit 

In line with the scope of our study our visit to Northern Ireland did not consider the impact of the fundamental 
electoral registration reform there, although an understanding of this change was fundamental to understanding 
registration there.  Instead we considered the refocusing of attention from a mass annual canvass to more focussed 
campaigning by talking both to representatives from the Electoral Office of Northern Ireland (EONI) and the 
Electoral Commission’s office in Belfast and staff of the Belfast area office of EONI. We also examined how the 
Commission and EONI propose to monitor the ongoing accuracy of the register.   

Review of existing literature 

We reviewed major reports and research relevant to electoral registration.  In particular we looked at the work of 
the Electoral Commission but we also looked at any relevant international work, for example by the Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (part of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe) and 
the Australian and Canadian Audit Offices. 

 



28    Speaker’s Committee Second Report 2007 

 

Through this we gained an understanding of the registration framework and position, to be able to assess the 
current analysis and benchmark against international best/good practice. 
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Annex 2 Stakeholders 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elections Electoral 
Register 

Jury Service

Credit 
References 

Home 
Office 

DCA
Council of 
Europe 

ODIHR UN 
electoral 
assistance 

OSCE

Electoral 
Commission

Speakers 
Committee 

Parliament 

Political 
Parties 

Committee on 
Standards in 
Public Life

Local 
Authorities

DCLG
Audit 
Commission LGA 

SOLACE

Returning 
Officer Credit 

companies

Key:  
 = Electoral Register 
 = Events/actions that rely on Electoral Register 
 = Official Bodies – non voluntary 
 = Voluntary bodies 
 = Key individuals 
 
  = Has some control over  
  = Has an interest in 

= Can happen as a result of

European 
Parliament 

AEA 



30    Speaker’s Committee Second Report 2007 

 

Annex 3 – The Electoral Commission’s 
Corporate Objectives Relating to Electoral 
Registration 

Objective 2: Complete and accurate electoral registers and a well-run 
electoral registration process 

The UK needs an electoral register that can safeguard voters’ rights and provide a sound basis for the election 
of our democratic representatives. 

Challenges and risks 

• Tackling under-registration and fraudulent registration, while ensuring a proportionate approach to 
both tasks and recognising that declining electoral participation is not a phenomenon unique to the 
UK 

• Establishing robust and comparable measures of the rate of registration in different parts of the UK 
in the absence of a straightforward methodology 

• Balancing improvements to the levels of registration with maintaining or enhancing existing levels 
of security 

• Developing consistently high standards in the management of electoral registration, starting from a 
position of considerable variation in practice and performance across the UK and with limited 
powers given to the Commission. 

Our approach 

We have always provided support to Electoral Registration Officers to achieve complete and accurate electoral 
registers and a well-run electoral registration process.  For example, in addition to publishing guidance for 
Electoral Registration Officers which cover electoral registration as a main theme, we have published a 
number of policy and research reports which assess the operational effectiveness of the current system and 
identify best practice and areas for improvement. 

We will continue to undertake a range of work with Electoral Registration Officers across the UK to identify 
and promote effective practice in the registration process.  This will include setting and monitoring 
performance standards in relation to the electoral registration process and collecting information about the 
funding of the electoral registration process, using new powers provided following the Electoral 
Administration Act 2006.  We also anticipate making increased use of our existing power to recommend that 
the Secretary of State give directions, where necessary, to Electoral Registration Officers regarding the 
discharge of their registration duties. 

We will continue to use a range of strategies for promoting electoral registration, particularly among those 
groups which are believed to be under-represented on the register, including home-movers, people from 
minority ethnic communities, young people, members of HM services and British citizens overseas.  We will 
extend our existing provision of resources and campaign materials to help Electoral Registration Officers run 
registration activity locally. 

We will also continue to build on our successful partnerships with Electoral Registration Officers, police, 
prosecuting authorities, political parties and others to identify and tackle instances of fraud or inaccurate 
registration. 

Maintaining and establishing accurate estimates of the rate of registration in Great Britain will remain a key 
priority and the Commission recognises the importance of developing and funding further research to 
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complement existing registration studies.  In Northern Ireland we run a programme of research analysing the 
registration process.  We will be continuing and extending this work in order to track the impact of the recent 
changes introduced by the Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2006.  In Great Britain, 
establishing an acceptable estimate of the rate of electoral registration will be required to underpin the 
performance standards regime. 

In taking forward this programme of work, we will also take account of the recommendations from the most 
recent National Audit Office value for money report on electoral registration, and seek to incorporate their 
findings and conclusions in the design and implementation of the key activities below. 

Longer-term issues 

While we will be working within a new framework to set and monitor performance standards we will have 
few direct “levers” for guaranteeing standards.  Experience of operating a performance framework over the 
next few years will also help to establish whether the powers provided following the Electoral Administration 
Act 2006 are sufficient to drive performance improvement.  If not, the Commission will explore what 
additional powers, sanctions or incentives may be necessary and appropriate. 

In light of the Government’s agreement that individual registration is in principle the right way forward, we 
will also continue to explore ways in which concerns about the practical impact of individual registration in 
Great Britain can be addressed, in order to move towards legislation in this area. 

The Electoral Administration Act also gives the Government powers to establish a Coordinated Online 
Record of Electors (CORE) scheme, which would provide a single point of access for authorised users 
(including political parties and the Commission) to national electoral registration data.  The Commission will 
work to support effective implementation of the CORE scheme. 

We have identified the following key activities for the next five years: 

1) Establish and operate a performance standards regime to drive improvement in the accuracy and 
completeness of electoral registers, targeting Commission support on areas of demonstrated need. 

2) Ensure that Electoral Registration Officers are clear about their statutory responsibilities and have access 
to appropriate tools and resources to assist in the compilation and updating of the register. 

3) Establish and operate a financial information reporting regime which enables the Commission to identify 
any funding barriers to the accuracy and completeness of electoral registers. 

4) Work with Electoral Registration Officers, political parties, police and prosecuting authorities in devising 
strategies and tools to promote integrity in the electoral registration process. 

5) Deliver public information campaigns, targeted particularly at under-registered groups, to improve the 
completeness of the register. 

6) Undertake a rolling programme of research to increase understanding of why registers are incomplete or 
inaccurate, and how to tackle these weaknesses. 

7) Monitor registration law and practice to identify changes that could drive improvement in the accuracy 
and completeness of electoral registers. 

8) Work with the Government and other key stakeholders to support wider registration initiatives and 
projects. 

Key success measures 

• Performance indicators for electoral registration published in early 2008; performance standards 
regime for electoral registration fully established by December 2008 
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• Establishing by early 2008 baseline percentage of electors in Great Britain who are serviced by local 
authorities meeting performance standards for electoral registration 

• Increasing the rate of registration: proportion of eligible voting age population registered to vote in 
the UK 

• Increasing the percentage of electors in Great Britain who are serviced by local authorities meeting 
performance standards, from January 2009 onwards. 



Speaker’s Committee Second  Report 2007   33 

 

Annex 4 – Electoral Commission Definitions 
of “Complete” and “Accurate” 
The Commission’s definitions of accuracy and completeness of electoral registers are as follows: 

Completeness means: 

• that every person who is entitled to have an entry in an electoral register is registered 

• that no person not entitled to have an entry in an electoral register, including fictitious or dead 
persons, is registered 

• that all relevant fields are completed in relation to every entry on an electoral register32 

Accuracy means: 

• that none of the required information relating to any person registered is false or incorrect, 
intentionally or otherwise. 

In plain English, “completeness” therefore relates to ensuring that all eligible people are registered to vote, and 
that no ineligible people are registered.  “Accuracy”, meanwhile, relates solely to the accuracy of the 
information that exists on the register (i.e. without comment as to whether it should be on the register or not). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
32 NB relevant fields may vary in different parts of the UK 
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Annex 5 – Summary of Key Legislation 
Representation of the People Act 2000 

This was an update of the Representation of the People Act 1983, including amendments about eligibility for 
registration. It also included clarification of the situation for those disenfranchised from the system especially 
offenders in mental hospitals. 

Further amendments included the introduction of ‘rolling registration’, clarification of residency for 
offenders, the mentally ill and homeless. Service personnel requirements to have a service declaration were 
removed.  Finally the duty of registration officers was extended to include compilation of a restricted register. 

Electoral Administration Act 2006 

The Electoral Commission has new powers to determine performance standards for Electoral Registration 
Officers. 

67 Performance of local authorities in relation to elections etc. 

After section 9 of the 2000 Act insert— 

“9A Setting of performance standards 

(1) The Commission may from time to time— 

(a) determine standards of performance for relevant officers, and 
(b) publish, in such form and in such manner as they consider appropriate, the standards so 
determined. 

(2) The standards of performance are such standards as the Commission think ought to be achieved by— 

(a) electoral registration officers in the performance of their functions; 
(b) returning officers in the administration of the elections specified in subsection (6); 
(c) counting officers in the administration of the referendums specified in subsection (7). 
 

(3) Before determining standards under subsection (1), the Commission must consult— 

(a) the Secretary of State, and 
(b) any other person they think appropriate. 
 

(4) The Commission may determine different standards for different descriptions of relevant officers. 

(5) When the Commission publish standards under subsection (1) they must send a copy of the published 
standards to the Secretary of State who must lay a copy of the published standards before each House of 
Parliament. 

(6) The elections specified in this subsection are— 

(a) an election mentioned in section 5(2); 
(b) a parliamentary by-election; 
(c) an election under section 9 of the Scotland Act 1998 (constituency vacancies); 
(d) an election under section 8 of the Government of Wales Act 1998 (vacancies in constituency 
seats); 
(e) a local government election in England or Wales. 
 

(7) The referendums specified in this subsection are— 
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(a) a referendum to which Part 7 applies; 
(b) a referendum under Part 2 of the Local Government Act 2000. 
 

(8) For the purposes of this section and sections 9B and 9C, the relevant officers are— 

(a) electoral registration officers; 
(b) in relation to elections within subsection (6), returning officers; 
(c) in relation to referendums within subsection (7), counting officers. 

 
9B Returns and reports on performance standards 

(1) The Commission may from time to time issue directions to relevant officers to provide the Commission 
with such reports regarding their level of performance against the standards determined under section 9A(1) 
as may be specified in the direction. 

(2) A direction under subsection (1)— 

(a) must specify the relevant officer or officers to whom it is issued (and may specify a 
description or descriptions of relevant officers), 
(b) may require the report or reports to relate to such elections or referendums (or both) as may 
be specified in the direction, and 
(c) may require the report or reports to be provided in a form specified in the direction. 

 
(3) A report provided to the Commission in pursuance of subsection (1) may be published by the relevant 
officer to whom it relates. 

(4) The Commission shall from time to time prepare and publish (in such manner as the Commission may 
determine) assessments of the level of performance by relevant officers against the standards determined 
under section 9A (1). 

(5) An assessment under subsection (4)— 

(a) must specify the relevant officer or officers to whom it relates; 
(b) must specify the period to which it relates; 
(c) may specify the elections or referendums (or both) to which it relates. 

 
(6) The Commission must not prepare an assessment under subsection (4) unless they have received reports 
in pursuance of subsection (1) from the relevant officer or officers for the matters to which the assessment 
relates. 

(7) Before publishing an assessment under subsection (4), the Commission shall— 

(a) provide to each relevant officer a copy of those parts of the assessment which relate to him; 
(b) have regard to any comments made by him regarding the factual accuracy of the assessment. 

 
9C Provision of information about expenditure on elections etc. 

(1) The Commission may by notice in writing direct a relevant officer to provide the Commission with such 
expenditure information as may be specified in the direction. 

(2) Expenditure information is information relating to— 

 
(a) in the case of an electoral registration officer, expenditure in connection with the 
performance of his functions; 
(b) in the case of a returning officer, expenditure in connection with the election or elections 
specified in section 9A (6) for which he is appointed or otherwise holds office; 
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(c) in the case of a counting officer, expenditure in connection with the referendum or 
referendums specified in section 9A (7) for which he is appointed. 
 

(3) A direction under subsection (1)— 

(a) may require the information to relate to such elections or (as the case may be) referendums 
as may be specified in the direction; 
(b) may require the information to be provided in a form specified in the direction; 
(c) may specify the time within which the information must be provided. 
 

(4) This section does not affect any other power of the Commission to request information.” 

The Act outlines the duties of the electoral officers and their powers to take the necessary steps to compile the 
register and make determinations over voter eligibility. 

9 Registration officers: duty to take necessary steps 

(1) After section 9 of the 1983 Act (registers of electors) insert— 

“9A Registration officers: duty to take necessary steps 

(1) Each registration officer must take all steps that are necessary for the purpose of complying with his duty 
to maintain the registers under section 9 above. 

(2) The steps include— 

(a) sending more than once to any address the form to be used for the canvass under section 
10 below; 
(b) making on one or more occasions house to house inquiries under subsection (5) of that 
section; 
(c) making contact by such other means as the registration officer thinks appropriate with 
persons who do not have an entry in a register; 
(d) inspecting any records held by any person which he is permitted to inspect under or by 
virtue of any enactment or rule of law; 
(e) providing training to persons under his direction or control in connection with the 
carrying out of the duty. 
 

(3) Regulations made by the Secretary of State may amend subsection (2) by— 

(a) varying any of the paragraphs in that subsection; 
(b) inserting any paragraph; 
(c) repealing any paragraph.” 
 

The Act allows local electoral officers to encourage participation in elections.  It also requires the officer to have 
regard to Electoral Commission guidance. 

69 Encouraging electoral participation 

(1) A local electoral officer must take such steps as he thinks appropriate to encourage the participation by 
electors in the electoral process in the area for which he acts. 

(2) A local electoral officer must have regard to any guidance issued by the Electoral Commission for the 
purposes of this section. 

(3) This section does not permit an electoral registration officer to undertake any activity in relation to a local 
government election in Scotland unless the activity relates to a matter falling within Section B3 (elections) of 
Schedule 5 to the Scotland Act 1998 (c. 46) (reserved matters). 
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(4) The Secretary of State may reimburse a local electoral officer in respect of any expenditure incurred by the 
officer for the purposes of this section. 

(5) The amount paid under subsection (4) must not in any year exceed such amount as is determined in 
accordance with regulations made by the Secretary of State. 

(6) The power to make regulations under subsection (5) is exercisable by statutory instrument subject to 
annulment in pursuance of a resolution of either House of Parliament. 

(7) The regulations may make different provision for different purposes. 

(8) A local electoral officer is— 

(a) an electoral registration officer; 
(b) a returning officer for an election mentioned in subsection (9). 
 

(9) These are the elections— 

(a) parliamentary elections; 
(b) local government elections in England and Wales and Northern 
Ireland; 
(c) European Parliamentary elections; 
(d) elections to the Scottish Parliament; 
(e) elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly; 
(f) elections to the National Assembly for Wales. 
 

(10) References to a local government election must be construed in accordance with the 1983 Act. 

Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002 

The Act made it a requirement of voters to provide a signature, date of birth, national insurance number and 
proof of residency as a condition of registration. The Act permitted the issue of electoral identity cards by 
registration officers. 

Electoral Registration (Northern Ireland) Act 2005 

This Act gave power to the electoral officer to restore to the register names previously removed as a result of 
not responding to a canvass. 

Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2006 

This Act removed the requirement for an annual canvass to be performed and outlined the key dates by which 
the electoral officer should prepare the register.   

The use of anonymous registration for a limited period of time would be permitted at the discretion of the 
Electoral Registration Officer. This is to help protect those who may be placed in danger if their details were 
placed on a public register. 
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Annex 6 – Summary of Key Findings from 
Electoral Registration Officers’ Survey 

Survey methodology 

A 12 page survey was used, designed by the National Audit Office, containing both factual and opinion based 
questions and the opportunity for Electoral Registration Officers to comment on their answers as they saw fit. 
The survey was sent to all Electoral Registration Officers in the United Kingdom. Out of a total of around 400 
Electoral Registration Officers, replies were received from 120 by the deadline date and this formed the basis 
for our analysis of results. This proportion of responses is estimated to provide an accuracy of +/- 5% in the 
survey findings. 

Overview of registration 

The Electoral Register has a perceived level of completeness around 90% on average although this tends to be 
lower in City and London Boroughs (often in the range of 80-89%) and higher in other councils (often levels 
in excess of 90%).  

Under registration is perceived to be a problem in a number of social groups mainly over 65s, further 
education students, overseas registrants and service personnel although again different types of councils 
encountered different circumstances: City councils particularly identified ethnic minorities, non English 
speakers and 18-24 year olds as under represented whereas Scotland and district councils did not consistently 
identify any groups as being under registered. 

Electoral Registration Officers value their relationships with both other departments in their Authorities and 
the Association of Electoral Administrators highly.  The Commission and Department for Constitutional 
Affairs are also seen as key partners in registration although their contribution is rated as lower than the 
Association of Electoral Administrators. 

Electoral register and the registration process 

The register is perceived to be more accurate than it is complete although both completeness and accuracy are 
key priorities of Electoral Registration Officers for their registers. 

Postal annual canvassing combined with personal visits to non-respondents is viewed as the most effective 
means of registration. 

Registration campaigns  

The survey suggests that campaigns to specifically increase levels of registration are often not a high priority 
for Electoral Registration Officers.  This is consistent with the finding that funding is perceived as barely 
adequate (see below) for the core Election Unit activities leaving no surplus for targeted campaigns. 

Where specific campaigns have been employed, their focus has been mainly on 16-24 year olds, recent home 
movers and service personnel. The media most often used are local newspapers or radio and the internet 
although a whole range of other methods are sometimes also employed (posters, billboards, newsletters, 
council publications and mailshots). 

Overseas voters and service personnel were the most difficult to reach for Local Authorities although 
initiatives by the Ministry of Defence and Foreign and Commonwealth Office are attempting to address these 
problems. 
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Resources for registration 

 
The issue of funding was often raised in Electoral Registration Officers’ general comments; specifically that as 
long as funding is so tight for registration purposes there will be very little surplus for any work in addition to 
their core duties. Part of the problem is perceived to be that central funding is not ring-fenced so that some 
electoral units do not receive their allocation in full. Scottish and Welsh authorities tended to be more positive 
about their level of funding than English ones. 

45% of respondents indicated difficulty in recruiting sufficient canvassing staff.  The main reasons highlighted 
for this were low pay and remuneration, unsociable hours and the safety risks associated with canvassing.  
City councils particularly indicated this was a serious problem with both access and health and safety issues 
being cited as factors leading to unwillingness to visit some areas. 
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Annex 7 – The Electoral Registration 
Process in England, Scotland and Wales. 
The Representation of the People Act 1983 requires Electoral Registration Officers to prepare and publish a 
register for their area each year and maintain it throughout the year.  It is their statutory duty to include the 
names of everyone who appears to them to be eligible, taking reasonable steps to obtain the required 
information.  A canvass form is sent to each household in the UK every autumn for completion and return by 
the householder.  The form asks for the details of all those eligible to vote (or eligible to vote in the near future) 
who are resident on 15 October.  If an Electoral Registration Officer considers someone is entitled to be 
registered as an elector, they have no discretion to omit that person’s name from the register. 

Although registration is not in itself compulsory, an Electoral Registration Officer has the power to require 
information for the purposes of maintaining the register of electors.  A penalty for failing to complete and 
return the electoral registration form or for giving false information was first imposed in 1918 and was 
extended to include rolling registration in 2006.  The current penalty for this offence is a fine not exceeding 
£1,000. 

The electoral register is, by law, a public document.  It is available for inspection to allow members of the 
public and political parties to check to ensure that all eligible names have been included and that the names of 
ineligible people have not. Until 2002, any company, organisation or person could buy a copy of the register to 
use for any purpose.  The law has now changed so that electors have some choice about who can buy details of 
their name and address.  There are now two versions of the register produced: full and edited. 

The full register lists the name and address of everyone who is registered to vote and is updated every month.  
You do not have a choice about your details being on this register.  A copy is held at your local council (and 
electoral registration office in Scotland).  Anyone can look at it and make notes but copies can only be 
supplied for certain purposes.  The main use of the full register is to show who can vote in elections and 
referendums.  Credit reference agencies can use it, but only to check your name and address if you are 
applying for credit.  It can also be used for law enforcement. 

The edited register is available for general sale and can be used for any purpose.  You can choose not to be on 
the edited register, which is kept separate from the full register.  The edited register can be bought by any 
person, company or organisation and can be used for commercial activities such as marketing. 

The Representation of the People Act 2000 introduced voluntary “rolling” electoral registration to enable 
people to be added to the electoral register or change their registration details at any time of the year rather 
than on a single date 

The Electoral Administration Act 2006 has introduced a number of measures aimed at increasing the number 
of people registered to vote and at improving the accuracy of the register.  The Act gives new powers to 
Electoral Registration Officers to acquire information for the electoral register and applies fines for giving false 
information in the annual canvass.  The annual canvass is the annual exercise during which the register is 
updated.   
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Annex 8 – The Electoral Registration 
Process in Northern Ireland 

Current System 

The arrangements for electoral administration in Northern Ireland are different from elsewhere in the UK.  
The system in Northern Ireland is administered centrally by a Chief Electoral Officer with the support of the 
Electoral Office for Northern Ireland (EONI).  The Chief Electoral Officer is both the Returning Officer and 
Registration Officer in Northern Ireland. 

The Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002 was introduced primarily to overcome perceptions of 
electoral fraud which had existed in Northern Ireland for many decades.  It replaced household registration 
with a system of annual individual registration.  Under this system, each eligible elector was required to 
complete a registration form on an annual basis and include personal identifiers in the form of date of birth, 
National Insurance Number and signature.  The individual form includes a declaration that the applicant has 
been resident in Northern Ireland for the whole of the three month period preceding 15 October of the year in 
which the application is being made.  Information regarding other addresses at which the applicant is or has 
applied to be registered is also required.  In line with the rest of the UK details of nationality must also be 
provided. 

The Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2006 replaces the annual canvass with a system of 
continuous registration, whereby electors will register only once and will only have to re-register if their details 
change.  Individual registration will be retained under the system of continuous registration.  The Act does 
however allow for a canvass to be undertaken every 10 years, or as deemed necessary. 

The Chief Electoral Officer has the power to request information for the purposes of maintaining the electoral 
register.  Failure to provide this information or providing false information can result in a fine of up to £1,000.  
Eligibility to register is based largely on three factors: 

• You must be over 18 years of age or over, or become 18 during the life of the register (usually on or 
before 30 November of the year following that of publication in December). 

• You must be a British, Irish, Commonwealth citizen, or a citizen of a member state of the European 
Union. 

• You must have been resident in Northern Ireland during the whole of the three-month period prior 
to the relevant date of 15 October. 

In addition, members of the armed forces and other public servants who are stationed overseas can register at 
their home address.  British citizens resident abroad are eligible to register in the constituency where they last 
registered before they left the UK, provided this was not more than 15 years ago. 

The additional personal data gathered as part of the registration process does not appear on the published 
register of electors.  However it will be used to check the identity of the voter when they apply to vote by post 
or proxy.  The date of birth may be checked when the voter applies for a ballot paper at the polling station. 

By law a revised version of the Northern Ireland Electoral Register must be published by 1 December each 
year.  From December 2002 the Electoral Office has maintained two versions of the electoral register: the full 
version and the edited version. 

 
The Future 

The annual canvass is resource intensive and is viewed as diverting resources away from those groups less 
likely to register (for example, young people, ethnic minorities and people with learning disabilities) and so 
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the Northern Ireland (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2006 has replaced the annual canvass with a system of 
continuous registration supported by a full canvass at least every ten years. The aim of this approach is, 
without increasing the resource requirements of electoral administration, to maintain the accuracy thus far 
achieved and obtain the completeness that the register may currently lack.  

The Electoral Office of Northern Ireland aim to maintain accuracy of the register, in the absence of an annual 
canvass, through proactive management of the register including various mechanisms that capture changes to 
registrants’ data. For example, a statutory instrument will be utilised to access other public sector information, 
such as that held by housing associations and schools, which can be compared to the register, while it will also 
be possible to rely on the activities of other organisations such as the Royal Mail redirection service, and the 
work of solicitors and job centres.  This data matching will not result in immediate changes to the register but 
rather will act as a starting point for the Electoral Office of Northern Ireland to prompt people to up-date their 
details or to investigate any discrepancies. 

The Electoral Commission will support this approach through the advertising of continuous registration more 
generally.  It is accepted that a new mindset will need to be created whereby the majority of the population in 
Northern Ireland, who have always previously responded to the annual canvass, will keep their registration 
details up to date as a matter of routine. 

EONI will seek to drive up completeness through a variety of mechanisms to target hard-to-reach groups.  In 
particular, direct involvement with schools will be utilised to register ‘attainers’ who have reached the eligible 
age.  The Electoral Commission will support completeness through targeted advertising such as that aimed at 
foreign language speakers. 

An assessment of the register, to monitor the completeness and accuracy of a statistical sample in the absence 
of a full canvass, is to be carried out on an annual basis.  
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As an extreme example of barriers to registration we spoke to Homelesslink, who 
work with the homeless 

1. As the homeless either have no address (because they are rough-sleepers) or may be moving 
from place to place (hostel to hostel), they are very unlikely to be registered.  Some homeless 
shelters are not recognised as addresses by authorities and so registration is difficult.  They may 
also feel very disengaged, not just with politics, but with society in general.  Registering to vote 
may also be very low on their list of priorities, and on the priorities of those working with them. 

2. The single biggest problem for all is motivation.  The homeless ask ‘What’s the point of 
registering?’  They may be so disengaged with society that they do not think they have a voice.  
The homeless move frequently which makes it difficult for them to be registered at a particular 
location (as required by the registration system).  Mobility has been identified as a major cause 
of non-registration for all members of society. 

3. Literacy levels may be poor, which makes understanding and completing registration forms 
difficult.  The lack of anonymity when registering is sometimes an obstacle.  The homeless may 
be in debt and so do not want to be subject to credit checks and other “interference” that may 
result from registration. The threat of a £1000 fine is more of an incentive to stay out of the 
process completely.  There may be mental health issues that affect a homeless person’s 
registration. 

4. Demographics that affect registration more generally also affect the homeless. For example, 
Eastern Europeans now represent 15 per cent of homeless contacts in London, which means 
there may be language difficulties. 

Those working in this area have identified a number of potential measures to address the 
challenges faced 

5. Among a wide range of assistance, voluntary sector workers are the central point of contact for 
homeless people so they should get involved in the process and potential measures identified 
included: 

 
a) The workers could record registration details on the client registration forms. 
b) Better information on how homeless people can use their MP and councillor. 
c) Registration can be used to demonstrate a local connection when applying for the use of 

other services. 
d) Better information is needed on how to register.  For example, it can be done at day 

centres. 
e) The more politically active and educated homeless could encourage others. 

6. The view of staff at Homelesslink is that as the homeless are some of the most vulnerable 
people in society, so if you can get the registration process right for them then you will get it 
right for the rest of society. Lessons learned with working with the homeless could be used to 
get other hard to reach groups to register as many of the issues facing the homeless in trying to 
register are the same, albeit on a bigger scale.  
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Annex 10 – Committee on Standards in 
Public Life Report on the Electoral 
Commission33 
1. In his covering letter to the Prime Minister, Sir Alistair Graham, the Chair of the Committee on Standards 

in Public Life, sets out the back ground and key messages of his report in the Electoral Commission.  He 
says that although the Commission has a key role to play in supporting and maintaining democracy, it has 
failed in two key areas: 

• The integrity of electoral administration (including electoral registration); and 

• The regulation of political party funding. 

2. His report states that the Commission should in future therefore concentrate on these two key tasks.  His 
Committee’s recommendations therefore concentrate on refocusing on these key areas.  They include 
recommendations that: 

• a move is made to individual voter registration; 

• the rules on prior political involvement of staff and Commissioners be relaxed; 

• the transparency and effectiveness of the accountability of the Commission to Parliament, 
principally through the Speaker’s Committee be improved. 

3. Many of the recommendations will require legislation, which the Committee propose should be 
introduced in the next parliamentary session, and are therefore directed at the Government.  Some others 
can be achieved without legislation and are therefore directed at the either The Electoral Commission 
itself, or the Speaker’s Committee of the House of Commons.  The Committee also emphasises that 
Government, Parliament and political parties all have their own critical role to play in restoring confidence 
in the system. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
33 The Committee on Standards in Public Life Eleventh Report: Review of the Electoral Commission http://www.public-

standards.gov.uk/upload/assets/ww.public_standards.gov.uk/356875_cfm7006_web.pdf 
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Annex 11 – Performance Measurement 
Checklists 
Choosing the Right Fabric: a Framework for Performance Information, describes the features of an effective 
performance information system and of good performance indicators.  These are supported by the National 
Audit Office, Audit Commission, Office for National Statistics, HM Treasury, and the Cabinet Office. They 
are summarised in the following checklists.  These checklists can be used to review the strengths and 
weaknesses of existing performance measurement systems or to assist in the design of a new system. The first 
list questions the aim and use of the overall system, while the second list should be used to check that the 
individual measures or indicators are sound. 

The System 

The performance information system should be:  
Focused Is the performance information focused on the core aims and objectives of the organisation?  
 What actions could the performance information provoke management to take? (If the answer's none 

then don't collect the information.)  
 Why is the information being collected?  
  
Appropriate Do stakeholders receive the performance information they need?  
 Is it the right information presented in the right way for each group of users?  
  
Balanced Do measures cover all significant areas of work in the organisation?  
 Are both financial and non-financial measures collected?  
 Are indicators of future performance included as well as measures of past results?  
  
Robust Can the system survive changes in personnel and changes in the structure of the organisation?  
 Are there any key people without whom the performance information system couldn't survive?  
  
Integrated Are the results of the performance information system monitored and used as part of the business 

planning and management process?  
 Is there consistent performance information at all levels of the organisation?  
 Are performance measures for individuals and teams, consistent with measures for the organisation? 
 Do people within the organisation ‘own’ the system? Do they take notice of the results and use them? 

Did they contribute to its design?  
  
Cost Effective Are the resources put into collecting performance information proportionate to the benefit of the 

organisation?  
 What is the actual cost to the organisation of the performance information? (Including the burden of 

form filling, and time spent reviewing the information.)  
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The Measures 

Each measure should be  
Relevant  Does the measure attempt to capture success in one of the organisation's objectives?  
 What does the measure tell you about how the organisation is performing?  
  
Able to Avoid 
Perverse 
Incentives 

Does the measure encourage any unwanted behaviour? (For example not reporting mistakes.)  

 Could you improve performance against the measure without improving performance in real 
life?  

 Does the measure allow innovation? For example, does the measure discourage changing the 
way a service is delivered?  

  
Attributable Can the measure be influenced by the organisation's actions?  
 Is it clear where accountability for the measure lies?  
 Is there an estimate of the degree to which the organisation affects the measure?  
 Could a SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Timed) target be set against 

the measure?  
  
Well-defined Can the measure be expressed clearly, so that it is easy to understand?  
 Does the measure have an unambiguous definition, so it can be collected consistently?  
  
Timely Does the measure provide information in time for action to be taken?  
 What's the lag between the event and information becoming available?  
 Does the measure provide information frequently enough to track changes and take actions?  
  
Reliable Is the performance measure accurate enough for its use?  
 Has the measure been checked by appropriate specialists? (for example statisticians, social 

researchers, accountants or scientists.)  
 Is the measure responsive to change? Will it show significant changes in performance? Will the 

measure change because of random noise, rather than actual performance?  
  
Comparable Does the measure allow comparison with past performance?  
 Does the measure allow comparison with other organisations delivering a similar service?  
  
Verifiable Given the documentation could an objective outsider come up with the same results?  
 Does documentation exist so that the process behind the measure can be validated?  

 
 
 

 




