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PARLIAMENTARY GENERAL ELECTION MAY 2010 – ELECTORAL 

COMMISSION REVIEW OF PROBLEMS AT POLLING STATIONS AT CLOSE 

OF POLL AND REVIEW OF THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE ELECTION  

 

 

1. Summary 
 

1.1 To report the findings of the Electoral Commission’s Interim Review of 
Problems at Polling Stations at the Close of Poll on 6 May 2010 and Report 
on the Administration of the 2010 UK General Election. 

 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
2.1That Members note the findings of the Electoral Commission’s interim review 

of the problems experienced at some polling stations in other Constituencies 
across the United Kingdom at the close of poll on 6 May 2010 and the action 
taken to ensure that similar issues do not arise during future elections held in 
Dartford. 

 
2.2 That the content of the Electoral Commission’s Report on the Administration 

of the 2010 UK General Election be noted.  
 

 
3. Background and Discussion 

 
3.1. Dartford has a proud track record of delivering efficient and effective 

electoral services including making robust arrangements for the 
holding of elections as required under electoral law. Preparations for 
the General Election went smoothly and there were no significant 
issues requiring Member attention. However problems were 
encountered in other parts of the country and widely reported in the 
national media. In response the Electoral Commission conducted an 
initial review of the difficulties that were encountered, looking at how 
electoral staff responded and seeking to identify the underlying 
causes. The Electoral Commission’s Interim Report is attached at 
Appendix A. A full report incorporating more general feedback on 
the administration of the General Election was published by the 
Electoral Commission at the end of July but added little of value in 
respect of the conclusions of the interim report relating to problems 
at the close of poll which was published in May. 

 
4. Interim Review of Problems at Polling Stations at the Close of Poll on 6 May 

2010  
  
 4.1 The Electoral Commission’s Interim Report focuses entirely upon    

those cases where it was reported that prospective voters were 
queuing to vote at the close of poll on 6 May. Whilst the implications 
of any elector being denied the ability to vote are serious it is 
important to put the extent of these problems into context. Problems 
were reported at 27 polling stations out of some 40,000 polling 
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stations used on 6 May and affected voting to varying degrees in 16 
out of 650 parliamentary constituencies. The total number of 
prospective voters involved was in the region of 1,200. Electoral 
arrangements were effectively administered across the vast majority 
of the country but the fact is that electoral difficulties of this nature 
are rare but clearly measures are needed to ensure they are not 
repeated.    

 
 4.2 The Electoral Commission conducted interviews with Acting 

Returning Officers and their staff in 23 constituencies where queues 
were reported outside polling stations but concluded that in 7 of the 
constituencies there had been no queues at the close of polling. The 
Commission also received feedback from around 500 people and 
from political parties and MPs in the affected constituencies. The 
Commission looked in further detail at the circumstances in the 16 
constituencies where people had been queuing to vote at the close 
of poll and the actions taken to deal with this. 

 
 4.3 The circumstances in each instance were different but some broad 

conclusions did emerge: 
 

• All of the affected constituencies were holding combined 
elections and polling station staff were having to issue 
multiple ballot papers and explain the differing franchises to 
voters – in one case there was a parliamentary, borough and 
Mayoral election taking place in the constituency; 

• In many cases the number of staff allocated to the affected 
polling stations was less than the number recommended by 
the Electoral Commission; 

• Many of the stations had a large number of eligible electors 
and several comfortably exceeded the maximum number of 
electors of 2,500 recommended by the Commission for 
allocation to a polling station; 

• Some of the buildings used as polling stations were 
unsuitable and this added to delays in dealing with individual 
electors;   

• The Commission concluded that Acting Returning Officers 
had applied inadequate planning assumptions both in terms 
of anticipating the likely level of turnout and in terms of 
contingency planning; 

• That contingency arrangements were activated too late in 
the day to be effective, because polling station staff had 
been uncertain over the circumstances in which they should 
alert senior staff and had left it too late to raise their 
concerns; and  

• That some Presiding Officers and Returning Officers had 
continued to issue ballot papers, incorrectly, after 10 pm or 
had handed them out to people in the queue.  
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The Electoral Commission also felt that the current legislation, which 
requires polling stations to close at 10pm and that no ballot papers can 
be issued after this time, had exacerbated the situation as it meant 
that those present in queues at the close of poll could not be issued 
with a ballot paper and were effectively disenfranchised.  
 

4.4 In response to these findings the Electoral Commission has made a 
number of recommendations: 

 

• Restrictive legislation should be changed to amend the 
election rules to permit any elector entitled to vote who is in 
a queue at the close of poll to be allowed to vote; 

• Local authorities and Acting Returning Officers should 
review their approach to planning for adequate polling 
station and staffing provision for all future elections and to 
review their polling districts and polling places; 

• The UK Government should bring forward a comprehensive 
plan for modernising and ensuring professional electoral 
administration in Great Britain, including responding to the 
recommendations made in the Commission’s review of 
electoral administration in August 2008. This should include 
the role that advance polling might play in providing more 
flexible options for people wishing to vote. 

 
The Electoral Commission is also reviewing the guidance that it issues 
and the way that it monitors performance. 
 

 Implications for Dartford     
 
4.5 The Electoral Commission’s findings make salutary reading and it is 

clearly unacceptable for issues like this to arise. Elections do present 
significant administrative and logistical challenges and there are many 
factors over which the Council has little direct control. However the 
Council has made robust arrangements in the past and will continue to 
do so for all future elections.  

 
4.6 The Acting Returning Officer is personally responsible for making 

electoral arrangements and is also the Borough’s Registration Officer. 
The Acting Returning Officer ensures that the Elections Office is 
provided with sufficient resources and is professionally staffed to 
undertake all of the key electoral services. All Dartford Borough 
Council employees are contractually available to work on elections. No 
problems were encountered at the General Election in terms of the 
number or quality of staff required to work on the election and the 
Count. 

 
4.7 Preparations for the General Election were overseen and directed by 

the Acting Returning Officer and implemented by the Elections Office 
assisted by a multi-disciplinary Officer Group drawn from many 
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Council Departments. A comprehensive Elections Plan was drawn up 
for conducting the Election along with separate Count and Risk 
Management Plans. These plans were kept under regular review 
during the months prior to the anticipated date of the General Election 
and were ready for implementation as soon as the date of the Election 
was announced. 

 
4.8 The Electoral Commission recommends that no polling station should 

be allocated more than 2,500 electors and was highly critical in its 
report of the much higher numbers that some stations in the areas 
which experienced problems were expected to handle (in one case 
amounting to 4,469 electors). In Dartford the largest number of 
electors allocated to a single station was 2,474 and only 10 stations, 
out of 56 had more than 2,000 electors on their registers. 

 
4.9 The Commission also issues guidance over the appropriate level of 

staffing for polling stations with a minimum staffing level of one 
Presiding Officer and one Poll Clerk per station for stations with less 
than 1,000 electors plus a further poll clerk for the next 750 electors 
and a third for another 750 up to a maximum of 2,500. Dartford’s 
staffing arrangements are fully compliant with these recommendations. 
In addition staffing allocations also take past experience and ability 
into account and any staff who have not proved suitable for any 
reason are not used again. Polling station staff receive appropriate 
briefing and are issued with the Electoral Commission’s 
comprehensive Polling Station Handbook and additional notes. This 
includes contact details for the Elections Office and key staff. Polling 
station staff are advised to make contact if any issues or problems 
arise.  

 
4.10 During Polling Day every polling station is inspected by a senior 

Visiting Officer (duties performed by the Acting Returning Officer, and 
the Executive and Regeneration Directors) as soon as possible after 
the polls open to ensure that stations are complying in full with 
electoral requirements and that the correct processes and advice are 
being applied. Other senior officers are available throughout the day to 
visit stations in case of difficulty and to deal with any issues. A list of 
reserve staff is also maintained to deal with emergency situations.  

 
4.11 The Electoral Commission was critical of the contingencies put in 

place in some of the areas where problems occurred but it is fair to 
say that in practice many of the same contingencies would have 
applied in Dartford as there are only a limited number of actions that 
can be taken in response to some of these problems. However the key 
point is that the outcomes would have been different because the 
Council applied more prudent planning assumptions. No polling 
stations were understaffed and the Council had assumed and planned 
for a much higher turnout than actually materialised. Unlike some 
authorities which faced the possibility of running out of ballot papers by 
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underprinting on the basis of an assumed level of turnout, Dartford 
ordered sufficient ballot papers to cater for a 100% turnout. Polling 
station staff were appropriately briefed and were fully aware of the 
need to raise issues with the Election Office at an early stage and all 
stations were contacted by office staff during the day to ensure that 
everything was going according to plan. No polling stations were 
located in unsuitable buildings. 

 
4.12 In addition to maintaining robust planning processes the Council also 

undertakes comprehensive reviews of electoral arrangements 
following each election to identify any issues, opportunities for 
improvement or best practice. Following the General Election  
comprehensive review meetings took place involving the multi-
disciplinary officer team on 4 June, led by the Member Services 
Manager, and the Strategic Senior Officer Team on 19 July chaired by 
the Acting Returning Officer. Feedback from both meetings will inform 
the planning process for future elections and referendums. A report on 
the latest review of polling places appears elsewhere on the Sub-
Committee’s agenda. 

 
4.13 The Electoral Commission’s findings are a timely reminder about the 

dangers of complacency. However it is difficult to see that similar 
difficulties could arise in Dartford in view of the prudent approach 
taken to planning and resourcing the electoral process. Providing this 
remains the case in future Members can be assured that these 
problems should not occur in Dartford.      

 
5.  Report on the Administration of the 2010 UK General Election            

    
 

5.1     The central message of this Electoral Commission report is a warning 
that the basic building blocks of electoral administration need long 
term reform, support and maintenance and that, whilst the 
Government has set out an ambitious programme of democratic 
reform this will also put more pressure on the machinery of electoral 
administration at a time of financial constraint. The report also contains  
many statistics about the conduct of the General Election which 
generally support the conclusion that the election was well conducted 
but also that some of the problems described in the interim report do 
seem to have damaged public confidence in the running of the 
election. Two thirds of voters surveyed by the Commission were 
confident that the 2010 elections were well run but one third were not 
confident of this compared to just 4% at the 2009 elections. Only 78% 
of candidates at the General Election were satisfied with the way that 
the elections were run.  

 
5.2 The Electoral Commission report sets out its agenda for the next five 

years including: 
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• The introduction of individual voter registration; 

• Reconsidering the timing of the annual canvass in order to 
ensure complete and accurate electoral registers; 

• The simplification and consolidation of electoral legislation; 

• Asking the Government to bring forward proposals for a 
comprehensive electoral modernisation strategy including 
strengthening the security of postal voting, lengthening the 
timetable for Parliamentary elections from 17 to 30 working 
days, looking at further options for advance voting and 
reviewing the case for requiring voters to show proof of identity 
when voting in polling stations; 

• A change in the law to allow voters who are in a queue at a 
polling station at  the close of poll to vote; 

• Dealing with a raft of problems in the current legal framework 
such as poorly designed ballot papers and voter materials, 
descriptions and emblems for joint party candidates, emergency 
proxy votes not being available to people unable to vote at the 
last minute due to employment related reasons, Returning 
Officers being unable to request refresher signatures from 
absent voters and the limited number of suitable buildings that 
can be used as polling stations; 

• Ensuring that elections and electoral administration is properly 
and transparently funded; 

• Reviewing the regulatory regime for party and candidate 
spending; 

• Any changes to electoral law to be fully consulted and 
introduced at least six months before the next general election 
in order to allow for proper planning; and 

• The current election petition process to be reformed to allow for 
easier challenge of results by candidates on the grounds of 
poor administration.  

 
5.3 The Electoral Commission’s agenda contains an ambitious 

programme for the future. Electoral administrators have been pressing 
the case for the consolidation of the myriad electoral laws and 
regulations for years and the proposal to extend the electoral timetable 
is long overdue. The 17 working day timetable for the General Election 
placed unnecessary demands on elections staff which do not sit easily 
with rules introduced in recent years which allow for registration up to 
11 days before the election thereby not allowing the production of 
registers until 5 days before the election. Three key deadlines fell on 
the same day, 20 April: close of nominations, and the deadlines for 
applications to register and to vote by post. This put immense 
pressure on staff during “Super Tuesday”. At the same time staff 
dealing with combined elections found themselves operating according 
to different, and not complimentary, statutory timetables. The tight 
General Election timetable also made it difficult to train and brief staff 
as fully as might be desired in future to ensure the efficient conduct of 
an election, particularly against a background of financial constraint. 
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The timetable also resulted in many overseas votes and replacement 
postal votes not being received back, nationally, in time to be counted. 
Individual registration as opposed to householder registration 
represents a major change and has already been introduced in 
Northern Ireland where voters are also required to produce 
photographic identification when casting their votes at polling stations. 
This seems to have had little impact on voter turnout but would 
represent a big change of practice. Each change introduced to 
improve the integrity and flexibility of the electoral process also 
introduces fresh challenges and demands for administrators which will 
need to be resourced in order to deliver the expected results.     

 
5.4 Since the publication of the report the Government has announced 

that it intends to introduce individual registration in 2014, with the 
proviso that no-one will be removed from the electoral register for 
failing to register individually until after the 2015 general election. 
Individuals will therefore have at least 12 months to comply with the 
new compulsory requirement of individual registration, ensuring that 
the register used for the election will be as complete as possible. 
However from 2014 all new registrants and all those requesting a 
postal or proxy vote would have to register individually.            

 
6.  Relationship to the Corporate Plan 
 
The provision of effective electoral services underpins the Council’s democratic 
processes and reflects a strongly performing Council. 
 

 7. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 
assessments 

 
Financial Implications None 
Legal Implications None 
Staffing Implications None 
Administrative Implications None 

Risk Assessment Failure to establish and implement 
suitable plans and contingency 
arrangements could result in electoral 
challenge and cost to the authority both 
in terms of finance and reputation. 

 
 

8.  Appendices 
 
Appendix A – The Electoral Commission Interim report “2010 UK General Election 
– Review of Problems at Polling Stations at Close of Poll on 6 May 2010” 
 
Appendix B – The Electoral Commission “Report on the administration of the 2010 
UK General Election” 
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