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BEYOND 2010: THE FUTURE OF ELECTORAL ADMINISTRATION 

IN THE UK 

 

 
1. Summary 
 

1.1   The Association of Electoral Administrators has produced a report which looks  
at the administration of the UK Parliamentary Election and local elections held in 
May 2010 and examines the future of electoral administration in the UK. The 
report voices the AEA’s concerns about the ever increasing demands being made 
upon Electoral Administrators and makes a series of recommendations to the 
Electoral Commission to take forward with the Government which, if implemented, 
would change the way in which elections are administered.    

 
2. RECOMMENDATION 
 
2.1 That the contents and recommendations contained in the AEA Election Report 

“Beyond 2010: The Future of Electoral Administration in the UK” be noted. 

 
3. Background and Discussion 
 

3.1. The main thrust of the AEA report is that electoral administrators are 
being called upon to deliver elections within an increasingly complex 
and challenging environment, with the prospect of more elections and 
referendums, and a trend for holding these on the same day and the 
likelihood of fewer resources with which to deliver them. The AEA is 
concerned that unless some fundamental issues are addressed the 
structures, processes and people tasked with delivering successful 
elections will not be able to cope with the additional burdens being 
placed upon them. The AEA report and recommendations sets out an 
agenda for re-building the electoral process to ensure that it is fit for 
purpose in the 21st century and can also deliver the scale of political 
reform being proposed by the Government. An executive summary of 
the report is attached at Appendix A. 

3.2. The AEA believes that the current structure of electoral administration 
in the UK is not sustainable and that the practice of small core electoral 
services teams working excessive hours in order to deliver elections 
will come under more pressure if resources are cut back further. The 
AEA also considers that the drive of many authorities towards sharing 
Chief Executive’s will result in a widening gap developing between the 
Returning Officer and the electoral service.  The report calls for the 
Government and the Electoral Commission, in consultation with key 
stakeholders, to undertake a thorough and systematic review of the 
electoral process in the UK that integrates with the implementation of 
the new individual registration system. It also notes the need for the 
consolidation and simplification of electoral legislation, noting that 25 
separate pieces of primary and secondary legislation governed the 
administration of the elections which took place in May 2010.  



ELECTORAL PROVISIONS SUB COMMITTEE 
18 October 2010 

 
3.3. The report makes 17 detailed recommendations which are attached at 

Appendix B to this report. In addition for calling for a review of the 
electoral process and for a single Electoral Administration Act setting 
out the high level framework for running all elections and referenda, the 
AEA is also recommending that the rules on the combination of polls 
should be rewritten and that the statutory timetable for all elections 
should be 30 working days. This elongation of the statutory timetable 
would allow for the period of time between the close of nominations 
and polling day to be increased by a week and for deadlines such as 
the appointment of polling and counting agents to be moved to 7 
working days before polling day rather than the current deadline of two 
days before the poll. Under the AEA proposals the 11 day registration, 
and postal and proxy vote application deadlines would also be 
reviewed against the context of individual registration. The AEA is also 
suggesting that Returning/Registration Officers should be able to 
contact postal voters who have supplied incorrect or confusing data, 
which would result in their votes being rejected, to allow for this to be 
corrected and re-submitted and that the criteria for granting emergency 
proxy votes should be broadened. The AEA also propose removing the 
need for subscribers to nominations, possibly moving to the Scottish 
system where a candidate’s nomination is simply signed and 
witnessed, which would dramatically simplify the nominations process 
and also to reconsider the rationale for corresponding number lists, 
which cause difficulties during combined polls.     

3.4. Much of current practice has been inherited from Victorian legislation 
which does not sit well with the internet age. The statutory timetable for 
General Elections in particular was not designed to deal with postal 
voting and last minute registration and is in need of a rethink. Other 
proposals to simplify current practice are supported but the proposal to 
allow clarification of postal vote data at a time when elections staff are 
under great pressure may not be practical. Many of the 
recommendations are also echoed in the Electoral Commission’s 
report on the administration of the General Election, which is reported 
elsewhere on tonight’s agenda. Consensus seems to be developing 
around the need for change.         

 
4. Relationship to the Corporate Plan 
 

The provision of effective electoral services underpins the Council’s 
democratic processes and reflects a strongly performing Council. 

 
5. Financial, legal, staffing and other administrative implications and risk 

assessments 
 

Financial Implications None 

Legal Implications None  

Staffing Implications None 
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Administrative Implications None  

Risk Assessment No uncertainties and/or constraints 

 
 
6. Appendices 
 

Appendix A – AEA Election Report – Beyond 2010: The Future of 
Electoral Administration in the UK – Executive Summary 
Appendix B - AEA Election Report – Beyond 2010: The Future of 
Electoral Administration in the UK – Recommendations 
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Appendix A 

 

Executive summary 

  
The Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA) is a non-

governmental and non-partisan body founded in 1987 to represent the 
interests of electoral administrators in the United Kingdom.  

The AEA strongly supports and advocates the principle that all those 

with a role in organising elections should consider the voters� interests 
above all other considerations.  

Electoral administrators continue to deliver elections within an 
increasingly complex and challenging environment. With the prospect 

of more elections and referendums, and a trend for holding these on 
the same day, there is also the likelihood of fewer resources with 

which to deliver them. The AEA is acutely concerned that, unless the 
issues identified in this report are properly considered and addressed, 

the structures, processes and people delivering electoral administration 
will not be able to cope with the additional burdens being placed upon 

them.  
This report reflects on the experiences of those tasked with delivering 

the elections that took place across the UK in May 2010, and contains 
an agenda for re-building the electoral process to ensure that it is fit 

for purpose in the 21st century and can also deliver the scale of political 
reform being proposed by the UK Government.  

To achieve this will require urgent joint action by those with a role in 
shaping policy and practice in electoral administration, and the AEA 
looks forward to actively working with Governments across the UK, the 

Electoral Commission and other key stakeholders.  
 

Recommendations 

  
A thorough and systemic review of the electoral process in the 

UK is required that integrates with the development and 
implementation of the new individual electoral registration system. 

This should deliver measurable outcomes before the date fixed for the 
next UK Parliamentary General Election. It should specifically include:  

 
� Consultation to identify a model for the structure and delivery 

of electoral administration in the UK in the 21st century – with 
the aim of achieving agreed key outcomes and founded on agreed 

principles. This will need to reflect the diversity of the four nations of 
the UK. The AEA will initiate a wide and inclusive debate amongst its 

membership and with a range of stakeholders as to what form a new  
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model for electoral administration might take and will seek innovative 

solutions to this complex question.  
 

� The creation of a single Electoral Administration Act in 
accessible language setting out the high-level framework with the 

operational detail contained in secondary legislation. The key aim 
should be the simplification and consistency of rules across all 

elections. Except in cases of unforeseen emergencies, changes to 
election law should not be applicable to any elections within a six-

month period from the date the legislation comes into effect.  
 
� A UK-wide review of funding and resources with the aim of 

delivering a coherent and efficient structure, cost effectiveness over 
time and that funding for new responsibilities reaches electoral 

services. The AEA will undertake a staffing survey to inform the wider 
debate on funding and resourcing any new structure of electoral 

administration.  
 

� The design of a clearer and local system of accountability and 
challenge through the introduction in election law of a formal 

complaints system. This should establish a court of first resort to deal 
with complaints arising from the conduct of elections.  

 
� The implications for voters and for the administration of polls of 

holding elections and referendums on the same day should be 
reviewed. This should particularly consider the scenarios arising from 

the proposals for a UK referendum on 5 May 2011, and a UK 
Parliamentary General Election in May 2015.  

 
� A review of statutory election timetables and in particular the 

statutory election timetable for UK Parliamentary elections to achieve 
consistency across all elections and to lengthen the current UK 

Parliamentary General Election timetable.  
 

� Equal access should be central to the electoral process and future 
policy development and implementation. The Electoral Commission 

should consult on what types of buildings should be made available for 
Returning Officers to use by right as polling stations. All voter 

materials should undergo appropriate usability analysis, and relevant 
representative groups consulted as part of their development.  

 
The full recommendations are included at the end of this report. 
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Appendix B 

 

Recommendations  

 
1. The UK Government and the Electoral Commission in consultation 

with key stakeholders should undertake a thorough and systemic 
review of the electoral process in the UK that integrates with the 

development and implementation of the new individual electoral 
registration system.  

 
� This review should specifically include consultation to identify a 

model for the structure and delivery of electoral administration in the 
UK in the 21st century – with the aim of achieving agreed key 

outcomes and founded on agreed principles. This model will need to 
reflect the diversity of the four nations of the UK.  

 
� This review should deliver measurable outcomes before the date 

fixed for the next UK Parliamentary General Election.  
 

2. The UK Government should take forward work to create a single 
Electoral Administration Act in accessible language setting out the 

high-level framework governing electoral registration and elections in 
the UK, with the operational detail of registration, absent voting, and 
elections contained in secondary legislation with the key aim of 

achieving the simplification and consistency of rules across all 
elections. Except in cases of unforeseen emergencies, changes to 

election law should not be applicable to any elections within a six-
month period from the date the legislation comes into effect.  

 
3. The UK Government should lead a thorough and UK-wide review of 

the funding and resources required to deliver core professional 
electoral services with the aim of delivering a coherent and efficient 

structure across the UK, cost effectiveness over time, and ensuring 
that funding for new responsibilities reaches electoral services. As with 

other election law, Fees and Charges Orders for specific elections 
should be in place six months before the election is due to take place.  

 
4. The UK Government should design and implement a clearer and 
local system of accountability and challenge through the introduction in 

election law of a formal complaints system. This should establish a 
court of first resort to deal with complaints arising from the conduct of 

elections.  
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5. The Electoral Commission should review and report on the 

implications for voters and for the administration of polls of holding 
different elections, and elections and referendums on the same day. 

This should particularly consider the scenarios arising from the 
proposals for a UK referendum on 5 May 2011, and a UK Parliamentary 

General Election in May 2015.  
 
6. The UK Government should review and re-write the rules for the 

combination of polls.  
 

7. The Electoral Commission should review the statutory election 
timetable for UK Parliamentary elections (General Elections and by-

elections) in the context of a wider review of election timetables, with 
the aim of achieving consistency across all elections and lengthening 

the current UK Parliamentary General Election timetable. The UK 
Government should then bring forward appropriate enabling legislation 

as soon as possible.  
 

� The period between close of nominations and polling day should be 
increased by a minimum of 5 working days.  

 
� The statutory timetable for all elections should be 30 working days.  

 
� The 11-day registration and postal vote application deadline should 

be reviewed as part of the implementation of Individual Electoral 
Registration, including the alignment of the deadlines for registration 

and postal vote applications. Similarly, the deadline for proxy 
applications should be reviewed.  

 
� The deadline for the appointment of polling and counting agents 

should be moved to 7 working days before polling day.  
 

8. The UK Government should amend the legislation to provide 
Electoral Registration Officers and Returning Officers with the 

necessary powers to access and act on voters� postal vote rejection 
data to contact voters to explain the correct process and the penalties 
for malpractice; to invite the re-submission of their identifiers; and to 

make corrections to and update the record at any time.  
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9. The UK Government should amend the legislation to require that 

applicants requesting a waiver must have their application attested in 
line with current arrangements for proxy applications.  

 
10. The Electoral Commission should review its public awareness work 

in light of the feedback provided in this report to support the public in 
accessing the electoral process, and should seek the advice and input 
of Electoral Registration Officers, Returning Officers and electoral 

administrators well in advance of any future arrangements for a „home 

movers� and other registration and election campaigns.  

 
11. The Electoral Commission should consult on what types of 

buildings should be made available for Returning Officers to use by 
right as polling stations. This recommendation would have financial 

consequences that will need to be considered and addressed in 
implementing any changes to the legislation. In addition, a clear 
definition will need to be agreed and included in legislation specifying 

the kinds of buildings designated as „public buildings� for the purpose 
of this right of use.  

 
12. Equal access should be fundamental to any further changes to the 

electoral process and in particular should be addressed by the systemic 
review proposed earlier in this report. All voter materials should 

undergo appropriate usability analysis, and relevant representative 
groups consulted as part of their development.  

 
13. The Electoral Commission should review the effectiveness of proxy 
voting, in particular around extending the current emergency proxy 

arrangements to include other „emergencies� or circumstances that 
might prevent an elector from voting in person, with a view to 

recommending that the UK Government brings forward appropriate 
legislation as soon as possible.  

 
14. The UK Government should bring forward legislation to remove the 

requirement for subscribers on nominations.  
 
15. The UK Government should re-consider the rationale for 

Corresponding Number Lists and seek more viable solutions, with input 
from experienced electoral administrators.  
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16. The UK Government should introduce a system for the electronic 

delivery, receipt and return of the writ.  
 

17. The UK Government and the Electoral Commission should consider 

developing an online facility for submission of candidates� election 
expenses returns with provision for both candidate and agent to give 

secure approval of the final return. It is recognised that this would 
involve scanning all the receipts relevant to the return. Such a system 

should also provide a means for inspecting the returns and 
declarations, and associated receipts.  
 
 


