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Review into the UK Parliamentary and City Council  

elections in Stoke-upon-Trent held in May 2015  

 
Part 1 - Introduction 
 
1. In May 2015 and, following the UK Parliamentary General Election and the 

Stoke City Council elections held earlier in the month, the Association (AEA) was 

approached by the Council with a view to carrying out an independent review. 

The purpose of the review as detailed in the terms of reference was for an 
independent review of the preparation, process and function of the elections 

team at Stoke-on-Trent City Council following the 2015 elections.  In June, the 

Association was formally appointed to undertake the review and it was agreed 

that I would be the person to undertake it. By way of background, I am the Chief 
Executive of the AEA. Until 2004, I was the Returning Officer and Electoral 

Registration Officer for the City of Norwich.  
 

2. The full terms of reference for the Review are attached at Annex 1. 
 

 

Part 2 – Background 
 
3. Stoke on Trent City Council is the largest local authority in Staffordshire and 

consists mainly of the urban area of the City. It was formed by a federation of six 

towns in the early 20th century. The following facts relating to the Council are 

pertinent to the subject matter of this report. 
 

 There are some 187,000 electors on the Electoral Register. 

 Of those, some 18,080 (9.7%) are absent voters. 
 The City Council has 44 members representing 37 wards.  

 The whole Council is elected at all out elections every 4th year. 

 There are no parish councils within the City area. 

 The area has three parliamentary constituencies which cover the whole City 

area and also four wards from Newcastle-under-Lyme B.C. in the Stoke 
North constituency. 

 The council uses Xpress electoral management software provided by Xpress 

Software Solutions. 

 
4. For the purposes of these elections, the Council appointed the former Assistant 

Director – Legal Services as the Returning Officer for the City Council on a time 

limited contract. He was also appointed as the Electoral Registration Officer 

(ERO) under the appropriate provisions within the Representation of the People 
Act 1983. As a result of this appointment, that officer automatically became the 

Acting Returning Officer for the Parliamentary elections held within the three 

Stoke constituencies.  

 



4 

    

    

    
  

 
 

5. The Acting Returning Officer was unable to fulfil his duties as a result of illness 
and took no further part in the preparation for or conduct of the elections after 

21 April. The Electoral Services and Legal Support Manager became unwell on 28 

April and similarly took no further part in the preparation for or conduct of the 

elections after that date. Because of this, the then Deputy Acting Returning 

Officer (the Council’s newly appointed Assistant Director – Governance) took over 
responsibility for the elections at that time. Additionally, on 28 April the Council 

requested the AEA to provide a consultant as a temporary resource. The 

consultant started work on the following day and effectively acted as the 

Electoral Services Manager for the duration of the elections and until the Manager 
returned to work. The Assistant Director – Governance was formally appointed as 

the Electoral Registration Officer and the Returning Officer by the City Council on 

9 July. For the purpose of this report, I use the term “Returning Officer” to 

indicate the person responsible for the conduct of the elections whether 
parliamentary or local.  

 

6. The staffing resources of the Elections Office at the time of these elections was 

7.6 full time equivalent (fte) posts. This consisted of the following posts: 

 
 Electoral Services and Legal Support Manager 

 Assistant Manager – Elections and Legal Support 

 Electoral Services and Legal Support Administrator (4 fte) 

 Electoral Services and Legal Support Administrator (1.6 fte) 
 

However, effectively, three of the above posts were embedded in Legal Services. 

The post holders had received little or no training in the work of the Elections 

Office and were unfamiliar with the systems and processes used to conduct an 
election.  

 

 

Part 3 - Methodology 
 
7. In terms of conducting the review leading to this report, the following 

methodology was employed: 
 

a) collation of relevant written material relating to the arrangements for the 
provision of electoral services and the preparations for the May 2015 

elections; 

 

b) assessment of the above material; 

 
c) personal interviews with: 

 

 Members of Parliament (and/or their agents) 

 Assistant Director – Governance 
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 Members of the Council 
 Candidates and election agents 

 Electoral Services and Legal Support staff 

 Count supervising Team 

 Polling Station Inspectors 

 Performance Management Team 
 Polling Station staff 

 Counting Assistants 

 Newcastle under Lyme BC Chief Executive and elections staff 

 
d) telephone interviews with: 

 

 Chief Executive 

 Deputy Returning Officer (Count) 
 AEA Consultant 

 

e) follow up of issues arising from the above interviews including requests 

for further written material or information. 

 

 

Part 4 – The Legal Position 
 

The Electoral Registration Officer/Returning Officer 

 
8. Each Council is required to appoint one of its officers as the Returning Officer 

for the purposes of local government elections at principal area level and to 

appoint one of its officers as the Returning Officer for the purposes of any parish 

council elections within the borough’s area.1  
 

9. The Council is also required to appoint one of its officers as the Electoral 

Registration Officer.2 As explained above, the Electoral Registration Officer of the 

Council becomes the Acting Returning Officer for the purposes of the conduct of 
UK Parliamentary elections.3 

 

10. The Council which has appointed that officer is required to provide the officer 

with sufficient resources to conduct local government elections and to pay the 

costs thereof.4 In terms of UK parliamentary elections, the costs are borne by 
Government through the Consolidated Fund.  

 

11. The Returning Officer may appoint deputies to assist with the conduct of the 

election. Such deputies may be appointed with “full powers” (i.e. the power to 
undertake any duties which are formally the responsibility of the Returning 

                                   
1 Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA), section 35(1) 
2 RPA 1983, section 8 
3 RPA 1983, section 28 
4 RPA 1983, section 36(4) 
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Officer) or with “limited powers” (i.e. the powers specifically identified in the form 
of appointment).5  

 

Relationship of the Electoral Registration Officer/Returning Officer to the 

Council 

 
12. As noted above (paragraphs 8 to 10), a Council has to appoint one of its 

officers as the Returning Officer for its elections and then provide the necessary 

resources to allow that officer to properly conduct the election. Once appointed, 

the Returning Officer is in a statutory office and has a separate legal entity to 
that of the Council which appointed him/her. The same principle applies to that 

officer’s appointment to the role of Acting Returning Officer (ARO) as it is held 

directly by virtue of the officer’s appointment as Electoral Registration Officer. 

 
13. On this basis, it could be suggested that the Electoral Registration Officer or 

the Returning Officer are not fettered by the Council’s normal procedures in 

terms of carrying out electoral registration duties and conducting elections or 

subject to direction or instruction from members of the Council in respect of the 

discharge of the responsibilities falling to the statutory offices. This reflects the 
position enshrined in statute that an independent officer is responsible for the 

proper conduct of these matters “without fear or favour” and this position was 

tested and confirmed by a case heard in the Queen’s Bench Division of the High 

Court in 19936 and involving Milton Keynes Borough Council and its Electoral 
Registration Officer. 

 

 

Part 5 – The Findings of the Review 

 
Introduction 
 

14. The main findings of the review are set out below. The findings are based on 

the results of: 

 
(1) the interviews undertaken; 

(2) examination of the documents provided to me as part of the review. 

 

 
Electoral Registration 

 

15. The Electoral Registration Officer’s (ERO) personal responsibilities include the 

following: 

 
 the duty to maintain a list of UK Parliamentary and local government 

electors for the area for which s/he acts and to maintain a list of relevant 

                                   
5 RPA 1983, section 35(4) 
6 Case CO 1781/93 
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citizens of the European Union entitled to vote at European Parliamentary 
elections  

 the requirement to take reasonable steps to obtain information for that 

purpose  

 the requirement to conduct an annual canvass 

 the administration of absent voting applications  
 the requirement to take steps to encourage participation by electors in the 

electoral process  

 the requirement to meet such standards of performance as set by the 

Electoral Commission.  
 

16. In terms of the maintenance of the electoral register, this largely includes 

three major elements: 

 
 the transition to individual electoral registration (IER) 

 the conduct of the annual canvass 

 the process of rolling registration. 

 

17. The IER system 7 was introduced in England and Wales from 10 June 2014. 
IER replaced the Household Electoral Registration system in 2015 to make the 

process of registration more convenient and more secure. IER requires each 

person to register individually, instead of one person in a household supplying 

the details of all the people living at that address. Online registration was 
available from the start of IER. One of the main aims is to help everyone who is 

eligible to vote to have control over their own registration. 

 

18. The canvass is normally carried out between July and November in each 
year.  The ERO is then required to publish a revised copy of the register by 1st 

December of each year. The main legal requirements relating to the annual 

canvass are that: 

 
 applicants must be generally resident in the property for which they are 

registering 

 the canvass is not concerned with prisons, mental hospitals or declaration 

electors 

 the form is prescribed  
 the ERO must send the form more than once to any address from which no 

response has been received and make on one or more occasions house to 

house inquiries. 

 
19. I was advised that: 

 

 Forms are processed as they are returned. This is particularly important in 

terms of any elections which may be called during the canvass period 
 House to house inquiries are made on a routine basis 

                                   
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/individual-electoral-registration 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/individual-electoral-registration
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 Additional temporary office staffing resource is provided to cope with the 
canvass administration, largely clerical activities and scanning 

 The 1 December deadline for publication of the revised register is always 

met. 

 

20. I have been provided with the following documents relating to the electoral 
registration function: 

 

 Activity Plan (based on Electoral Commission template) 

 Timetable for 2015 canvass 
 Risk register and assessment (based on Electoral Commission template) 

 Integrity Plan (but not dated) 

 Communications Plan (draft) 

 
21. However, there is no procedure manual for the electoral registration function; 

equally, there are no written instructions for the non i.t. elements of the function. 

The annual canvass is therefore undertaken on the basis of an Action Plan of 

timings for each key stage, the risk assessment and the software manual that 

details each process and action required. Guidance and information is given to 
canvassers for the processes they undertake but no core document exists for the 

office processes. 

 

22. The introduction of IER has been a major change to the way in which 
electoral services are provided. Change management of this nature will require a 

review of the permanent resources required for electoral services. 

 

Issues 
 

23. Five issues arise from the review of this function. 

 

a) Section 9A duties – As noted in paragraph 19, the ERO is required to 
make house to house inquiries on one or more occasions. This is a statutory 

requirement under the provisions of section 9A of the Representation of the 

People Act 1983. This is undertaken at Stoke and therefore the ERO 

complies with this “duty to take necessary steps”.  

 
b) Office staffing resource – There does not appear to be adequate 

contingency arrangements/resilience within the current permanent staffing 

structure comprising of the manager and three full-time members of staff. 

Incidental help is provided by temporary members of staff during the 
annual canvass. This means that the necessary overall knowledge and 

experience is spread over the four permanent members of staff although to 

differing degrees. However, given these arrangements, if one member of 

staff were to be absent for any significant length of time during the five 
months of the canvass period, it is difficult to see how adequate cover could 
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be provided for all normal office hours and to provide the necessary 
supervision and instruction for the temporary staff and the canvassers. 

 

c) Resources - Although there is no suggestion that adequate resources are 

not being made available for the electoral registration function, it is an area 

of concern that the pressures on local government finance generally and 
within the authority itself could affect the ability of the ERO to carry out the 

canvass in the same way and with the same results in future years. As 

noted above, the ERO is under a duty to take the necessary steps. Those 

steps should be taken and the costs of so doing have to be met by the 
Council. This was the point of law tested by the Milton Keynes case. It is 

important that all those eligible to be registered are in fact registered and 

this now takes on even more importance as the transition to individual 

registration is made over the remainder of this year. It will also have 
significance in terms of parliamentary representation as the next 

parliamentary boundary review will be conducted on the basis of the 

published 2015 electoral register. 

 

d) Individual electoral registration – The preparations for IER that have 
already been made appear to be satisfactory. This work now needs to be 

used as the foundation for the end of transition and implementation. 

Consideration will need to be given to the issues raised and lessons learnt 

from the present canvass. Additionally, the Integrity Plan needs to be 
revised and updated to take account of IER. 

 

e) Procedure manual – The fact that there is no procedure manual for 

electoral registration is a major concern which is closely linked to the issues 
raised in b) above. It is important from a succession planning viewpoint and 

for contingency planning reasons. It is also important in terms of being able 

to measure processes and actions against that which is documented and 

required. Without this tool, it is virtually impossible for those responsible for 
the overall management of the function to determine whether the 

appropriate and necessary actions have been taken and in accordance with 

a properly agreed work plan and timetable.  

 

 
Absent Voting 

 

24. The ERO is responsible for the administration of absent voting applications. 

These are largely for postal votes but also include proxy voters as well. At the 
elections in May 2015, there were some 18,400 absent voters.  

 

25. The administration of absent voting is carried out as part of the use of the 

electoral management software (e.m.s.). The postal vote packs are produced by 
an external contractor. The ballot papers are printed by a local printer. The 
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process of completing and issuing the postal vote packs is carried out in house by 
a team of staff.  

 

26. The checking of postal voting statements when postal votes are opened is by 

use of specialist software supplied and supported by the same company that 

provides the e.m.s. No problems were identified in terms of the performance of 
the two contractors used for dealing with absent voting requirements (printing/ 

despatch and scanning of returned statements). An issue which was raised as 

part of the review related to the accuracy of the information held on the e.m.s. 

software in terms of postal voter identifiers. Clearly, if that source of information 
has been entered incorrectly on the database when the postal vote application 

was first received, it will result in the postal voting statement being rejected 

which, in turn, leads to the vote itself not being counted, i.e. the voter in 

question will be effectively disenfranchised through no fault of their own. The 
most likely cause of such an error is the incorrect entry of the date of birth in the 

original record. Given that 247 postal votes were rejected for the three 

parliamentary constituencies and 253 for the local elections, I would recommend 

that a full check of all data held for permanent postal voters is carried out to 

ensure that the date of birth held on the database for such voters is correct in 
terms of the latest information which they have provided. 

 

27. There were problems in two wards of the City in respect of the issuing of 

postal votes. These wards were Burslem Park and Little Chell & Stanfield. The 
postal votes were issued on 20 April. 47 teams comprising of two persons per 

team were employed to compile the complete pack for each voter using the 

packs provided by an external contractor and the ballot papers which had been 

printed by a local printing company. Where possible, the packs were combined so 
that they contained ballot papers for both the UK Parliamentary election and the 

City Council elections.  

 

28. The issuing teams were provided with a brief one-page instruction note and I 
understand that the teams were also briefed orally by the supervising team. In 

my view, the note was inadequate in terms of both purpose and context, e.g. 

 

a) it provided no context 

b) it provided no instruction as to spot checking in terms of ensuring that 
the numbers on the ballot papers and the postal vote statements 

continued to tally at regular points during the issuing process 

c) it did not explain the critical importance of the need for checking each 

ballot paper against the postal vote statement in the pre-prepared pack. 
 

29. On the following day (21 April), telephone calls were received from electors 

in the Little Chell & Stanfield ward indicating that the numbers on the ballot 

papers did not match those on the postal vote statement within their packs. Later 
in the same day, calls were received from electors in the Burslem Park ward 
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indicating the same problem in that ward. Both of these wards are in the Stoke 
North Parliamentary constituency. The Returning Officer and other senior officers 

were made aware of the situation and arrangements were made for replacement 

postal packs and postal ballot papers as soon as it became clear that a problem 

existed. 

 
30. During that day, these matters had been raised with the Electoral 

Commission (EC) by a local journalist. As a result, the EC contacted the Elections 

Office and asked for information and clarification about these problems. This led 

to written advice being provided by the EC to the effect that all UK Parliamentary 
election ballot papers in the two affected wards should be re-issued with new 

ballot papers with numbers which matched the postal voting statements that had 

originally been issued. The EC further advised that any original ballot papers 

which were subsequently received should be rejected. 
 

31. The Returning Officer accepted this advice and arranged for all postal vote 

packs in the two wards to be completely re-issued with papers for both elections, 

where appropriate, largely because it was clear that both sets of ballot papers 

were affected by this problem. The replacement postal packs were hand 
delivered. Where contact could be made, an explanation was given to the elector. 

An A5 note was also included with the new pack. The note explained that the 

original papers received may have been wrongly numbered and that those papers 

had been cancelled. The new papers were therefore a replacement for the 
original paper(s). The note apologised for any inconvenience that might have 

been caused. 

 

32. The numbers of rejected postal ballot papers in the two wards were as 
follows: 

 

Burslem Park – 15 (4.59% of all postal ballot papers returned) 

Little Chell & Stanfield – 23 (6.42% of all postal ballot papers returned) 
 

33. It is not possible to say whether any of those were rejected as a result of the 

original ballot papers being returned. The average rejection rate across the whole 

City for the local elections was 4.99%. This would suggest that there was nothing 

out of the ordinary in terms of either the number of ballot papers rejected in the 
two wards or their respective variations from the average for the City. What is 

clear is that, in both cases, the number of rejected ballot papers would have had 

no effect on the final outcome and results given that the majorities in the two 

wards were 90 and 175 respectively.  
 

34. A similar conclusion can be drawn in respect of the Stoke North 

Parliamentary election result where the number of rejected postal ballot papers 

was 232 (5.27%) against a majority of 4,836. 
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35. There is undoubtedly a risk in following the advice provided by the EC which 
might have contributed to the number of rejected postal votes as a result of the 

“cancelled” papers being submitted rather than the replacement ones. The 

primary risk is that postal voters, having completed and returned their papers did 

not receive the replacement pack (e.g. they may have already left home to go on 

holiday or ignored the pack on the basis that they believed they had already 
properly returned the papers which had originally been provided to them). 

 

36. It is now unusual for Returning Officers to issue their postal votes by hand in 

the way in which they were issued in Stoke for these elections. The vast majority 
now rely on external specialist providers to issue the postal votes by creating a 

complete pack which avoids problems with the tallying of the numbers on the 

postal voting statement and the ballot paper(s). In such cases, the contractor 

then returns the completed packs to the Returning Officer for checking before 
despatch or the Returning Officer arranges for staff to attend at the contractor’s 

premises so that spot checks can be carried out before the packs are made 

available for delivery.  

 

Issues 
 

37. Four issues arise from the review of this function. 

 

a) Management arrangements – Absent voting, and particularly the postal 
voting element, is a major exercise in its own right and, as can be seen 

from the preceding paragraphs, its operation carries significant risks. For 

these reasons, the management of absent voting should be under the direct 

control of a Deputy Returning Officer with full responsibility for its planning, 
contractual arrangements, the issuing process, the opening process and the 

arrangements to deal with postal votes at the count.  

 

b) Issuing of postal votes – To avoid the problems which occurred at these 
elections, I recommend that the task of preparing and issuing postal vote 

packs is outsourced to an external specialist contractor and that the 

necessary checking arrangements are put in place by the Returning Officer. 

 

c) Instructions to staff – If the previous recommendation is not accepted, a 
set of more comprehensive written instructions needs to be prepared and 

supplied to staff employed on the issuing of postal votes. These should 

include an audit trail for recording that proper checking as to the tallying of 

numbers has been carried out by each team and that the checking process 
has been effectively monitored by a supervisor. 

 

d) Postal voter records – A full check of all data held for permanent postal 

voters should be carried out to ensure that the date of birth held on the 
database for such voters is correct in terms of the latest information which 
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they have provided. 
 

 

Elections 

 

38. The Returning Officer (RO) must be impartial and his/her role is to ensure 
that the conduct of an election is in accordance with the law. If the RO fails to 

perform certain of the duties satisfactorily, e.g. the counting of the votes, then 

his/her conduct may well be the subject of court action. As noted in paragraph 

12, the RO’s responsibility is one of a personal nature distinct from his/her duties 
as an employee of the council. The parameters of the responsibility are defined 

by legislation and a breach of duty is a summary offence subject to a £5,000 

fine. There can, on the other hand, be no action for damages against the RO. 

 
39. There are 156 polling stations in the Council’s area. A polling district review 

was undertaken in the second half of 2014 and was formally adopted by the 

Licensing and General Purposes Committee of the Council on 21 October 2014. 

 

Project Planning 
 

40. The planning for scheduled elections in May started in January 2015 and 

detailed minutes of the Project Team meetings were made available to me. 

Arrangements for appointing staff, the booking of premises for polling stations 
arrangements for absent voting and the count are made as part of that process. 

A copy of the Project Plan was made available to me. However, this was in effect 

a checklist based on a daily timetable. Although it listed the tasks to be carried 

out on any particular day from January to June 2015, there were no details of the 
lead officer for each action, starting and completion dates for each task nor any 

detailed comments about issues, problems etc. Similarly, a copy of the risk 

register for the 2015 elections was not made available to me so it was not 

possible to check the contingency arrangements that were in place for each risk 
that had been identified. 

 

41. As part of the support it offers to Returning Officers, the Electoral 

Commission provides the following documents: 

 
 Project Plan 

 Risk Register 

 Contract Development Checklist 

 FAQs for frontline staff 
 Cross boundaries guidance 

 Considerations for Electoral Registration Officers 

 

So far as I can ascertain, these documents were not utilised in the planning for 
the May 2015 elections. 
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42. As a result of the non-availability from 28 April of the Electoral Services and 

Legal Support Manager (see paragraph 5 above), the Assistant Director – 

Governance used the Performance Management Team (PMT) to take over 

responsibility for project management of the elections. However, at that point 

there was less than 10 days to polling day. PMT utilised the project planner 
template provided by the Electoral Commission. As a result of that exercise, it 

became apparent that several important tasks had not been carried out and/or 

completed. It seems likely that, if the full suite of resources provided by the 

Electoral Commission had been used from the outset, many of the problems that 
were encountered could have been avoided.  

 

43. A consequential issue that arose as a result of the above was that the 

depleted team within the Elections Office had to spend a disproportional amount 
of time in answering telephone calls on a range of issues that were beginning to 

arise. This prevented the staff from being able to catch up on the preparations 

required for polling day. In an attempt to resolve this problem, a decision was 

taken to utilise the Council’s call centre to act as a first point of contact to filter 

calls by using a scripts which had been prepared by the PMT. 
 

Appointment of election staff  

 

44. The project plan provided that letters to prospective “polling staff” should 
have been sent out on 22 January 2015. Although it does not say so, I have 

assumed that this term includes all temporary staff including those required for 

postal vote issuing and opening sessions, presiding officers and poll clerks at 

polling stations, counting assistants for both parliamentary and local elections 
counts and the necessary supervisors and inspectors for all these activities. I 

make this assumption because there is no other mention of the recruitment and 

appointment of staff in any other part of the project plan. 

 
45. In the event, it became apparent in the week leading up to polling day that a 

significant number of staff had not been appointed in relation to the counts. As a 

result, special arrangements were put in place by a team drawn from PMT and 

other Council resources to recruit sufficient counting assistants and count 

supervisors. In terms of the former, contact was made with the two Universities 
and, as a result, a large number of students were appointed to act as counting 

assistants in the two or three days prior to polling day. This, of itself, led to 

further difficulties as it was not possible prior to the count itself to carry out the 

necessary checks of information to allow these persons to be employed in this 
capacity. The consequence of that was to cause additional problems before the 

start of the parliamentary counts on the night of 7 May.   
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Training and Briefing of election staff 
 

46. The training of presiding officers was carried out by internal trainers and 

based on the Electoral Commission’s materials and presentation. There appear to 

have been no issues in relation to this training. However, no training was 

provided to poll clerks. I was told that this was because of the additional costs 
that would have been incurred. In my view, this is not a sensible approach. Poll 

clerks could be called on at any time to act as a presiding officer (e.g. if a 

presiding officer failed to appear at all or became incapacitated during polling 

day). For that reason alone, poll clerks need to have a clear understanding of the 
duties and responsibilities of a presiding officer to ensure that their polling station 

could continue to properly operate. Additionally, it is good practice to recruit new 

presiding officers from poll clerks who have undertaken election duties on a 

number of previous occasions. Proper training over a period of time greatly 
assists with such an approach. This view is supported by the Electoral 

Commission in its Guidance to Returning Officers which states “All polling station 

staff should be required to attend a face-to-face training session.” 

 

47. I have commented in paragraph 28 above on the instructions provided to 
postal vote issuing staff. The Electoral Commission guidance on this issue states 

“You should make arrangements for the briefing of all postal vote issue and 

opening staff. Briefings on the particular procedures to be followed may be 

provided to postal vote issue and opening staff immediately prior to 
commencement of the issuing or opening processes. All staff should, however, be 

provided with guidance notes in advance.” This guidance was not followed which 

is a matter of concern given the problems that arose in respect of the postal 

votes for the two wards in question. 
 

48. Polling station inspectors were provided with instructions in the form of a 

timetable/checklist. However, there was no formal training session provided. The 

Electoral Commission guidance on this issue states “Polling station inspectors 
should receive the same training as polling station staff in order for them to be 

able to be deployed flexibly and carry out polling station duties if required. You 

should also provide an additional briefing for polling station inspectors, covering 

items that are specific to their role”. There were no particular problems reported 

by this group of staff other than the fact that it was not possible to contact the 
Elections Office by telephone on polling day. 

 

49. The count supervisors were not provided with training and there were no 

detailed written instructions in terms of their roles and responsibilities. A short 
meeting was held on the day before polling day between the Returning Officer, 

the acting Electoral Services Manager and the supervising team. The members of 

the supervising team reported that there was no proper briefing, no 

documentation or counting instructions at any level. Additionally, there were no 
formal appointments for members of the team and it is unclear whether they had 
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been appointed formally as deputy returning officers. 
 

50. Counting assistants were not provided with training. Instead, it had been 

intended that count supervisors would brief them before the count started. 

However, given the reduced number of count supervisors and the ratio between 

them and the counting assistants, it is extremely unlikely that the briefings were 
given to all count staff. In any event, as there were no clear written instructions 

for counting, there was unlikely to have been any consistency in any that were 

delivered.  

 
51. The Electoral Commission guidance on verification and count staff states “All 

staff should be issued with a clear set of written instructions and a description of 

their role and responsibilities. You should make arrangements for the briefing of 

all verification and count staff so that they are fully aware of their duties and 
what will be expected of them. All briefings should, as a minimum, cover the 

procedures relevant to the roles.” This guidance was not followed which is a 

matter of concern given the severe problems that arose at the counts. 

 

Communications and Media  
  

52. There was considerable criticism of the lack of communications particularly at 

the counts and the way in which media enquiries were dealt with. There was also 

adverse comment from candidates, agents and election staff about failings with 
communications from the Elections Office including the fact that information 

and/or notices required by law were not received. Although a Communications 

Plan was in place, it was clearly not followed or properly utilised.  

 
53. In terms of the comments made about information or notices required by law 

not being received or being incorrect, the following indicates the nature and scale 

of those complaints. 

 
 There was no formal notification of all the postal vote opening sessions to 

election agents 

 No formal appointments were received by count supervisors 

 The lists of proxies was inaccurate and proxy letters or cards were not 

received 
 Wrong advice was given about the attendance of guests of the candidates 

at the count 

 Count invitations were sent out rather than being available for collection at 

the count 
 Some count invitations were sent to the wrong agents  

 Verification statement not provided at the count 

 No proper documentation of count totals was provided 

 No proper information about the location of the ward counts 
 Lack of proper process for the sharing of the provisional result and the 
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subsequent declaration 
 Incorrect expense return forms were provided to election agents 

 Requested copies of the marked register were not provided in a reasonable 

time 

 Deposits not returned on time 

 
54. In terms of information flow and the media, the AEA recommends that 

operational responsibility for this should be vested in the communications team 

within the authority. This is because that team has the necessary expertise, skills 

and contacts but also to ease the pressure on the Elections Office at a time when 
its resources should be totally focussed on the conduct of the election.  

 

55. This approach is supported in the guidance issued by the Electoral 

Commission which states “Media liaison should be included in your 
communication plans to support the delivery of the election. You should ensure 

that stakeholder coordination and communication is embedded throughout your 

planning, with particular arrangements in place for working with the media. It is 

important that media communication is properly managed in order to maintain 

public confidence that the election is being well-run. To achieve this effectively 
there should be a clear process in place for your respective communications 

team(s) to respond to any issues that arise.”   

 

Newcastle under Lyme B.C. – Effect on Newcastle counts 
 

56. Because four wards from Newcastle under Lyme are included in the Stoke 

North constituency, responsibility for the 13 polling stations in those wards 

became a matter for the Acting Returning Officer at Stoke. This meant that the 
ballot boxes from those wards were brought to the Civic Centre for verification 

for both the parliamentary and local elections. Once the verification was 

complete, the local ballot papers were then to be handed over to an officer from 

Newcastle to be transported back in readiness for the local elections count at 
Newcastle on the following day. 

 

57. A key part of the verification process is to ensure that the number of ballot 

papers in the ballot box(es) from a particular station are the same as the number 

of ballot papers issued to voters at that station. Despite an agreement between 
the two Council’s Returning Officers that the verification of the Newcastle boxes 

would be carried out by Stoke, it is now clear that this was not done. 

Additionally, the ballot paper accounts for the polling stations from these four 

wards were not handed over to the Newcastle officer. Indeed, that paperwork has 
not been located to date.  

 

58. The above errors placed the RO at Newcastle in a very difficult position in 

that he was unable to properly verify these ballot boxes at the local count and 
could not provide an accurate verification statement as required by the local 
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election Rules. Although there was no challenge to the results declared for those 
four wards, this situation could have led to an election petition with the 

ramifications that would have flowed from that. If that had happened, the Stoke 

RO would undoubtedly have been enjoined as a respondent in that case.  

 

59. For the future, where cross boundary arrangements apply: 
 

a) a proper agreement needs to be in place with the other authority; and  

b) clear instructions need to be provided to those officers responsible for 

ensuring that the detailed arrangements are carried out with one designated 
senior officer responsible for liaison with that authority. 

 

Polling stations 

 
60. No serious matters were drawn to my attention with regard to polling 

stations with one exception. This related to the polling station at Moorcroft 

Grange Community Centre where, because of the closing mechanism on the 

door, voters were often unable to access the polling station from the outside for 

the first 5-6 hours of polling. It is not known how many people did not vote as a 
result of this problem. It is important that free and unfettered access to polling 

stations is available to all voters during all the hours of polling. For future 

elections, all presiding officers should be reminded to regularly check the access 

arrangements and polling station inspectors should ensure that there are no 
access problems as part of their responsibilities.  

 

61. Other matters which were reported to me included: 

 
 Polling station staff insisting that a voter must produce their polling card 

before being allowed to vote 

 No or inadequate signs at a small number of polling stations 

 Behaviour of polling agents and tellers at a small number of polling stations 
 No visible sign of police presence to deal with the above problems 

 

Preparation of ballot boxes 

 

62. The project plan for the elections identified that the final preparation of the 
ballot boxes should have been completed on 5 May in readiness for the collection 

of the boxes by the presiding officers on the following day, i.e. the day before 

polling day. In the event, it became clear that the boxes would not be complete 

in time, largely because of the need for printing of the various statutory notices 
and other sundry items of equipment and stationery. As a result, additional staff 

were drafted in from other departments to assist with printing and collation and 

to finish the preparation of the boxes. 

 
63. Electoral Commission guidance states that “You should have prepared your 
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polling station equipment and materials in good time before polling day, for 
either delivery to polling stations or collection by Presiding Officers.” Although 

“good time” is not defined, I would suggest that it should be earlier than two 

days before polling day. A date that close to polling day provides no contingency 

and leaves little or no time to deal with any problems or issues. In future, the 

main part of the preparation of boxes should be completed at least five working 
days prior to polling day leaving just the allocation of ballot papers, polling 

station registers, absent voting lists and the corresponding number lists to be 

added during the final week.   

 
The Count venue 

 

64. In May 2015, the count for the Parliamentary election and the City Council 

elections took place at the Civic Centre. In terms of the Parliamentary 
constituencies, Stoke Central and Stoke North were counted in the Kings Hall and 

Stoke South was counted in the Jubilee Hall. There were a large number of 

complaints about the Count which are dealt with in the following sections of this 

report. However, several of them related specifically to the cramped nature of 

the rooms being used for the counts with the consequential effects on access, 
scrutiny, control, information, organisation, efficient and effective administration 

and the overall environment. Having visited the two Halls, I can well understand 

the nature of and the reasons behind those complaints particularly given other 

complaints about the administration of the counts and the time taken to declare 
the results. 

 

65. Although historic and previous practice reasons play a large part in deciding 

on election count venues, I believe that the RO should investigate whether an 
alternative venue would be more appropriate in terms of providing the 

environment for a modern and effective count. I understand that a local leisure 

centre has been used for the count for the Mayoral election in 2001 with some 

success. There are also likely to be similar facilities at the two Universities. 
 

Preparations for the Count 

 

66. To ensure the effective and efficient conduct of the count at any election, it is 

essential that a plan exists, that proper preparations are made and that the team 
responsible for the count is well trained and briefed in terms of their respective 

roles and responsibilities. The project plan only contains one reference to 

preparations for the count, i.e. a dry run to be held on 28 April. So far as I can 

ascertain, this did not happen. I have referred in paragraphs 49-51 above to the 
lack of written instructions and training provided to those who would be working 

at the count. By far, the largest number of complaints and comments made to 

me by candidates, agents and staff were in relation to the arrangements for the 

count. On deeper investigation, it is clear to me that the detailed preparations for 
the count did not exist, either in whole or part. 
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67. It is difficult to understand why these detailed plans did not exist given that 

the date of the election and therefore the date of the count were known some 3.5 

years earlier. So far as I can tell, there was nothing out of the ordinary in terms 

of the preparation of the detailed plans given that they could have been based to 

a large extent on the arrangements for the parliamentary election count in 2010. 
The fact that there was no manual for the election process and that a detailed 

project plan was not in use for the overall preparations for the election would 

have contributed to the problems and issues which occurred.  

 
68. The Electoral Commission provides to Returning Officers an extremely helpful 

and detailed document “Planning for an effective verification and count - A toolkit 

for (Acting) Returning Officers at the May 2015 polls”. It is 61 pages long and 

contains a paper setting out the practical considerations and decisions that need 
to be made together with a number of checklists covering all aspects of the 

count. Clearly, the advice in this document was not followed.    

 

69. The necessary paperwork and databases for managing the count had not 

been prepared in advance. In the week of the election, the Acting Manager and 
the Performance Management Team produced some documentation and 

databases for use at the count but they were not complete and not available to 

the supervising team in advance of the count. 

 
70. An additional matter which was later to cause issues at the count related to 

the fact that the Stoke South parliamentary count was to take place in a separate 

room away from the other two counts and, in particular, the appointment of a 

Deputy Returning Officer for that count. Clearly, the RO is not in a position to 
take responsibility for operational decisions and management in a situation where 

one of the counts is taking place in a separate location. It is therefore essential 

that a properly qualified Deputy Returning Officer with full powers is appointed to 

discharge that function. Although a member of the supervising team was 
appointed to that role and the Acting Manager was also asked to largely assist 

with that particular count, it is clear to me that this arrangement did not work 

well. 

 

Receipt of Ballot Boxes 
 

71. Although there was a plan for the receipt of ballot boxes at the count and 

presiding officers had received full instructions on the requirements of that plan, 

there were still problems in terms of the outcome. These problems caused 
considerable operational difficulties in the three parliamentary counts.  

 

72. The plan that had been devised required presiding officers to take their ballot 

boxes and related documentation etc. to the ballot box reception area in the Civic 
Centre Main Reception. The instructions required each presiding officer to deposit 
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their ballot boxes, the ballot paper accounts, the unused ballot papers, the postal 
votes handed in at the polling station, the marked register and all other relevant 

documents. Presiding officers were instructed to tape the ballot paper account to 

the top of the relevant ballot box. The biggest single problem was that the 

requirement in relation to keeping the ballot paper accounts with the ballot boxes 

was not always met. 
 

73. It is critical for the effective conduct of the count that the count supervisors 

have the appropriate ballot paper account for the ballot box which is being 

verified. Without it, it is impossible to properly verify the contents of the box and 
to comply with the necessary statutory requirement to complete a verification 

statement. 

 

74. There is a further issue relating to the security of and accounting for the 
ballot boxes once they have been received. It is clear from what happened at the 

count that there was no such system in place for the three parliamentary counts 

and for the ballot boxes to be returned to Newcastle.    

 

Verification 
 

75. As indicated above, verification is a critical part of the overall count process. 

It is clear that there were some issues in relation to verification which 

undoubtedly increased the length of time that was taken for each of the 
parliamentary counts. The problems which were reported included the following. 

 

 No written instructions about the verification process provided to the 

supervising team 
 Clear and reliable information not available to the supervising team 

including both ballot paper accounts and postal vote numbers to be added 

to the polling station ballot papers 

 An inadequate number of supervisors in terms of the number of counting 
assistants 

 Long periods when significant numbers of counting assistants were 

unoccupied 

 No proper control mechanism in place to deal with the allocation of boxes 

to individual supervisors 
 The problem reported above in respect of the Newcastle boxes 

 No clear lines of communication between the RO and the supervisors which 

led to delays in supervisors being able to resolve issues which needed a 

decision or guidance from the RO 
 Failure to mix ballot papers from verified ballot boxes (this is a statutory 

requirement) 

 

76. If the verification process is not carried out correctly and in accordance with 
the law, it will have an inevitable effect on the count itself. Problems of the 
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magnitude described above simply underline that fact. For future elections in 
Stoke, it is essential that lessons are learned from this experience and that due 

and proper process and arrangements are in place to ensure that these problems 

are not repeated. 

 

The Counts 
 

77. As noted previously, the largest number (some 40%) of complaints about the 

elections held on 7 May was in respect of the counts. It is clear to me that this 

was almost inevitable given the issues identified in the preceding paragraphs but 
also because a count is the one part of the whole elections process where most of 

the key players are in the same place at the same time leading to a level of 

scrutiny which is unlikely to be applied to any other part of the process. A 

summary of those complaints is set out below. 
 

 Recruitment of counting assistants so close to polling day was 

inappropriate, did not provide for efficient counting and too much reliance 

was placed on a students 

 There were no proper arrangements for count supervisors on arrival largely 
because they had no formal appointment documentation 

 The access to the count venue was very difficult with long queues which 

meant that some candidates and agents were not able to be in the count 

halls when the first ballot boxes arrived 
 The requirement that counting agents had to produce identification 

contributed to the above delays 

 There were not enough count supervisors. A team of four for each of the 

parliamentary counts was not sufficient 
 Count supervisors received no proper briefing or documentation to use as 

part of the count process 

 Count supervisors were not provided with any information about what 

ballot boxes they would be dealing with or to expect 
 No counting instructions were made available at any level 

 It was clear to candidates and agents that counting assistants had not 

received any training 

 The layout of the rooms was not conducive to proper supervision or allowed 

effective scrutiny of the counting process 
 There was no proper system in terms of the supervision or allocation of 

ballot boxes 

 The management arrangements at a DRO level for Stoke South were not 

satisfactory 
 There was very little information provided and equally limited access to the 

RO 

 At times, large numbers of counting staff appeared to be doing nothing and 

there was no attempt to manage that situation by transferring work to 
these staff 
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 The process for sharing the provisional results with candidates and/or their 
agents was less than satisfactory 

 In at least two of the parliamentary counts, the results did not tally with 

the total number of ballot papers found during the verification process 

 There were problems with identifying ballot boxes and ensuring that boxes 

were in the right count 
 During the Stoke South count, two boxes were found to be missing and 

were only located and brought into the count towards the end of the 

process. Additionally, 13 papers were brought into the count at around 5 

a.m. 
 The process for sharing the provisional results with candidates and/or their 

agents was less than satisfactory 

 In at least two of the parliamentary counts, the results did not tally with 

the total number of ballot papers found during the verification process 
 The declaration of the result for the Stoke North constituency was made 

from the floor of the hall rather than from the platform 

 At the count for the City Council elections, ballot boxes from the same ward 

were counted at different locations. In terms of the latter, there was very 

little information about where the individual counts were taking place 
 There was little or no documentation of count totals which raised concerns 

about results particularly at the count for the City Council elections 

 The number of votes declared for each candidate for the election for the 

Etruria and Hanley ward was wrong as the totals did not contain the 
number of votes that had been counted from one of the ballot boxes for the 

ward (but see paragraph 79 below) 

 For multi member wards at the City Council elections, there were not 

sufficient counting sheets provided for the counting assistants to mark the 
votes for individual candidates 

 No facilities were provided for counting agents at the count for the City 

Council elections 

 
78. In the information provided to the Press Association, Stoke had indicated that 

the estimated time of declarations for the three parliamentary constituencies 

would be 6.00 a.m. on 8 May. In the event, Stoke Central was declared at 

around 6.15 a.m. However, Stoke South was not declared until around 9.00 a.m. 

and Stoke North until around 9.30 a.m. Given the list of problems identified in 
this report, it is not surprising that two of the three constituencies were some 

three hours later than the estimated time for declaration. 

 

79. As outlined above, the number of votes declared for each candidate for the 
election for the Etruria and Hanley ward was wrong. After the result had been 

declared, it was found that 597 ballot papers which had been sorted and counted 

in front of the counting agents had not been added to the candidates’ totals. The 

new totals left the candidates in precisely the same order and the majority for 
the winning candidate increased from 488 to 539. The RO sent a letter to each 
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candidate explaining what had happened, that the result was not affected and 
providing the new totals for confirmation and comparison purposes. It is 

important that, for future elections, a process is in place which ensures that the 

total number of votes for each candidate together with the number of rejected 

votes tallies with the number of votes for that electoral area as shown on the 

verification statement. 
   

80. I have examined all of the documents provided to me relating to the counts. 

A significant point arises. No challenge by way of election petition was made in 

respect of the results of either the parliamentary elections or the City Council 
elections affected by any of the errors recorded in this report. The conclusion 

which I draw from this is that the candidates and their agents for these elections 

concurred with the conclusion reached by the RO that none of the results were 

affected by these errors. 

 
Issues 

 
81. Twenty two issues arise from the health check of this function. 

 

a) Use of Guidance – For the reason set out in paragraph 42 and, as a 
matter of course, the documentation and guidance provided by the 

Electoral Commission should be fully utilised in all future elections. 

 

b) Use of Council’s call centre – For future elections, the Council’s call 
centre should be used to act as a first point of contact to filter calls by 

using pre-prepared scripts. 

 

c) Training for Poll Clerks – For the reasons set out in paragraph 46, 
training should be provided to all poll clerks. 

 

d) Training for Postal Vote Staff – For the reason set out in paragraph 47, 

guidance notes and training should be provided to all postal vote staff. 
 

e) Training for Polling Station Inspectors – For the reasons set out in 

paragraph 48, polling station inspectors should attend the training provided 

to presiding officers and poll clerks. 

 
f) Communication with Polling Station Inspectors – A dedicated 

telephone number for the Elections Office should be available for polling 

station inspectors on polling day. 

 
g) Training for Count Supervisors – For the reason set out in paragraph 

49, training should be provided to all count supervisors together with 

detailed written instructions in terms of their roles and responsibilities.  

 



25 

    

    

    
  

 
 

h) Appointment and Status of Count Supervisors - Count supervisors 
should receive formal appointments and, if necessary be formally appointed 

as Deputy Returning Officers with limited powers. 

 

i) Briefing/Guidance for Counting Assistants - For the reasons set out in 

paragraphs 50 and 51, written instructions and a briefing should be 
provided to all counting assistants. 

 

j) Communications and Media – A Media Strategy/Communications Plan 

should be in place and should involve the communications team for the 
authority. 

 

k) Cross boundary arrangements - For future elections where cross 

boundary arrangements apply, a fully documented agreement is put in 
place and a designated senior officer takes responsibility for liaison with the 

other authority and for providing instructions to the other officers involved 

in that arrangement. 

 

l) Polling station access – To ensure no repetition of the issue outlined in 
paragraph 60, at future elections, all presiding officers should be reminded 

to regularly check the access arrangements and polling station inspectors 

should ensure that there are no access problems as part of their 

responsibilities.  
 

m) Preparation of ballot boxes – For future elections, the main part of the 

preparation of ballot boxes should be completed at least five working days 

prior to polling day with the allocation of ballot papers, polling station 
registers, absent voting lists and the corresponding number lists to be 

added during the final week.   

 

n) Count Venue – To avoid the problems in respect of the venues used for 
the counts on 7 and 8 May, the Returning Officer should investigate 

whether an alternative venue would be more appropriate in terms of 

providing the environment for a modern and effective count. 

 

o) Preparations for the Count – For future count planning, the Electoral 
Commission toolkit mentioned in paragraph 68 should be utilised.  

 

p) Management of the Count - If the previous recommendation outlined in 

m) above is not accepted, a properly qualified Deputy Returning Officer 
with full powers is appointed to discharge the functions of the Returning 

Officer at any count held in another venue/room.  

 

q) Verification Statement – To comply with the statutory requirement, a 
verification statement is produced for each count. 
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r) Security of Ballot Boxes – To ensure the security of and accounting for 

all ballot boxes, a proper system is put in place for use at all future counts. 

 

s) Processes for the Count – As part of the management of future counts, 

proper processes and arrangements are put in place with regard to ballot 
paper accounts and the verification. 

 

t) Office staffing resource – The same issue as raised in paragraph 23b 

applies to the election function. As demonstrated at these elections, if any 
members of staff were to be absent for any significant length of time 

during the five months or so of the preparation for and conduct of the 

election, it is difficult to see how the statutory requirements could be met. 

 
u) Procedure manual – The various documents which exist in relation to the 

elections function should be converted to a procedure manual for the 

conduct of elections (as is recommended for the electoral registration 

function). The same comments as in paragraph 23e apply. 

 
v) Elections control and review – A full post election review on a lessons 

learned basis and to identify any new actions that need to be taken should 

be carried out after each election. Regular election based meetings should 

take place between the Returning Officer, Deputy Returning Officers and 
the Electoral Services Manager during the election period.  In addition to 

that, a systematic approach to reporting needs to be introduced so that 

progress reports are made to senior management on a regular basis. The 

record of the de-brief meetings needs to be annotated with timetabled 
completion dates and a responsible officer for each action. 

 

 

Election fees 
 

82. The Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA) makes provision for Orders 

to be made entitling an Acting Returning Officer at a parliamentary election to 

receive a fee in respect of the services rendered by that officer (section 29). For 

such elections, this is achieved by reference to a Returning Officers' Charges 
Order. This Order sets out how such a fee is calculated and the maximum 

amounts which can be claimed. 

 

83.  For local government elections, it is usual for the above practice to be 
replicated by reference to a similar scale of election fees adopted and approved 

by the local authority in question. Section 34 of the RPA 1983 provides that every 

principal area local authority shall appoint one of its officers to be the Returning 

Officer for purposes of elections to that authority. Section 36 provides that the 
cost of such elections shall be met by that authority provided that the 
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expenditure does not exceed any scale fixed by the Council for the purposes of 
meeting the costs of the election. It follows that, if no such scale exists, there is 

no limit on the level of expenditure. For that reason, it is sensible in financial and 

budgetary terms to have an approved scale. It also adds transparency to the 

electoral administration process and removes doubt of what can legitimately be 

paid to officers responsible for and working within the process. 
 

84. Stoke C.C. does not appear to have adopted and approved a scale of election 

fees for these elections to the Council. This means that all of the fees paid to the 

Returning Officer and to her staff employed for the purpose of the conduct of 
elections at local government level have been determined by the Returning 

Officer based on former custom and practice. This is very unusual and, in my 

view, does not accord with good practice. For example, in "Managing Electoral 

Services" formerly issued by the Electoral Commission, it was suggested that a 
scale of fees should be fixed and agreed annually. The same advice is provided 

by the AEA in its Foundation Course manual (module ER3, paragraph 10.11). 

 

85. Once adopted, the scale could be updated annually either by reference to a 

given formula or formally by resolution of the Council. For example, the fees for 
presiding officers and poll clerks are often set at the rate prescribed by 

Government for parliamentary elections. This rate could be used as the 

benchmark for the future. The remainder of the fees could be up-rated annually 

in line with the pay award to staff at the Council. 
 

86. For the reasons set out above, I would strongly recommend the Council to 

adopt a formal scale of fees for its elections. This would bring it into line with 

most other authorities and adopt accepted good practice. It would avoid future 
difficulties in terms of the payments to be made to staff involved with the 

election and assist with setting the overall budget required for the administration 

of elections for the Council. It would also avoid any suggestion of impropriety in 

relation to staff payments. 
 

Information Technology support 

 

87. The internal arrangements for I.T. support and back up appear to work well 

as do the arrangements with the electoral management software contractor. 
There are no issues arising from the health check of this function. 

 

Senior Management approach 

 
88. As part of the review process, I had meetings with the Chief Executive and 

the Assistant Director responsible for the service. The outcome of those meetings 

indicated that some careful thought and consideration had been given to the 

corporate and strategic direction for the provision of electoral services within the 
authority. This is encouraging as it is not always the case that senior managers 
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within local government demonstrate such a careful interest in the provision of 
these services.   

 

89. The issues discussed at those meetings included: 

 

 The need for formal project planning for electoral services  
 The need for a formal planning process and project team with regular 

meetings of that team 

 The need for risk concepts to be addressed as part of the above process 

 The use of formal written procedures for the count to ensure the integrity 
of the process and the accuracy of the results 

 The need for a new approach to staffing arrangements particularly for the 

conduct of elections and including particularly the count 

 The whole of the electoral process to be transparent so that all members of 
the Council are aware of the process 

 The information provided to other stakeholders including voters, candidates 

and agents to be clear and timely with proper lines of communication in 

place 

 The need to identify local contingency arrangements for existing 
contractual arrangements particularly with regard to printing 

  

90. The issue which arises from the review of the above approach is simply to 

endorse all of the above points. The above list should be turned into a high level 
plan which advises and informs the way in which the electoral services function 

operates in the future 

 

Contributory/Associated Factors 
 

91.  There are a number of other important factors which need to be taken into 

account as part of this review. These are set out in the following paragraphs.  

 
Compliance with Legal Requirements 

 

92.  During the course of the review, I had cause to examine many of the 

documents and processes used in the conduct of the elections. That examination 

has led me to the conclusion that some aspects of the elections had not been 
conducted in full compliance with the law. Where relevant to the matters which 

are the subject of the review, I have identified these issues in this Part of the 

report. 

 
93. Many of these errors or omissions were of a minor or technical nature and did 

not materially affect the way in which the election was organised or would have 

led to the results of the elections being challenged. However, if changes are not 

made to the way in which the Council approaches this service, it would shed 
doubt on the Council’s ability to properly resource elections in the future and to 
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ensure full compliance.  
 

Following Good Practice 

 

94.  Similar comments to those made in the previous two paragraphs can be 

made in respect of several incidences of failure to follow good practice, including 
that contained in the guidance issued by the Electoral Commission. In some 

cases, the guidance simply reinforces the legal position whilst, in others, it seeks 

to suggest practical or logistical steps which should be followed to assist the 

process of delivering the election in an effective and efficient manner.  
 

95. The Guidance material provided by the Electoral Commission is freely 

available. That guidance was available for use in the Elections Office and to those 

responsible for the management of the elections. Similarly, guidance material, 
training courses, recognised qualifications and a professional network facility are 

available from the professional body, the Association of Electoral Administrators. 

It is a matter of some concern that these support facilities were not well used in 

the preparations for and the conduct of these elections.   

 
 

Part 6 – Conclusion 

 
96. The undertaking of this health check is a positive step in itself given that it 

indicates a desire by the Council to examine the current arrangements and to 

identify areas for improvement or change. The various issues identified as a 
result of this process now need to be addressed. The issues of resources, 

management arrangements and adopting good practice in terms of documenting 

the processes and complying with the statutory requirements are critical to 

effecting any improvement to the present position. Aspiring to an ethos of 
continuous improvement and delivering that improvement should become the 

normal course of events in terms of the provision of these key elements of the 

democratic process. To that end, it is vitally important that the Assistant Director 

– Governance continues to take a clear lead in managing the process from start 

to finish or ensures that a senior officer of the authority with sufficient time and 
expertise takes on this role and discharges it fully. 

 

97.  At paragraph 6 above, I have included reference to the resources of the 

Elections Office. I am certain that the resources available from the permanent 
establishment and the lack of experience of those within some of the posts for 

this service were contributory factors to what eventually happened at the 

elections in May 2015.  

 
98. Additionally, at key times of the year, such as annual registration canvass 

and the lead in periods for elections, adequate support arrangements need to be 

in place. I am concerned that this was not the case at Stoke for these elections. 
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The under-resourcing of the Office has to be a major cause for concern. 
Inevitably, this situation raises a number of issues about the arrangements for 

forward planning for and overall management of future elections. The 

consequences of this and the overall resources problem can be seen in the pages 

of this report. 

 
99. I have recommended that a review of the structure of the Elections Office is 

undertaken with a view to addressing the issues that have arisen as part of this 

review and to future proof the provision of electoral services given the significant 

changes that lie ahead over the next four years or so. Such a review needs to 
consider the approach that should be taken to the way in which the team is 

organised with clear lines of reporting and responsibilities. To operate effectively, 

a function of this nature needs to be properly resourced with well-trained staff 

that have a sufficient level of knowledge and expertise. This equally applies to 
those who have management responsibility for the service.  

 

100. I understand that such a review is already underway and have been shown 

the proposals. This raises the question of the actual formal establishment of the 

Elections Office. As a rough rule of thumb from my past experience, I consider 
that, in addition to the manager, there should be one member of staff for around 

every 40,000 electors. On that basis and given an electorate of some 187,000, 

the establishment should be 4.7 members of staff plus the manager post. This 

would represent an increase of 1.7 members of staff from the proposals currently 
under consideration.  

 

101. Although temporary staff are used at peak times, I believe that it is less 

than satisfactory to rely on such staff. Temporary staff are never likely to be as 
reliable or effective as permanent staff, require more training and supervision 

and place greater demands on the system as a whole. In addition, the use of 

temporary staff does not necessarily provide value for money. 

 
102. In considering any new structure, I would suggest that the Council refers to 

the Electoral Commission publication “Designing a new Electoral Service”. Pages 

21 to 25 deal with staffing issues and provide clear and sensible advice on these 

matters. Additionally, those responsible for the day to day management of the 

service and those working within it need the support of a proper staff 
development plan to build up the necessary expertise and knowledge within the 

service. The plan needs to identify the qualifications and training requirements at 

all levels. It further needs to ensure that the appropriate staff take full advantage 

of the services available to keep abreast of and up to date with legislative and 
administrative change and to ensure that good practice is embedded within the 

culture of the organisation. 

 

103. Attention to detail is critical to good electoral administration. At the start of 
the planning process, this should include a structured and methodical approach 
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to project planning and risk management. There is, as frequently identified in this 
report, material available from the Electoral Commission to support this approach 

and expertise available within other parts of the Council to support the Elections 

Office where this might be necessary. 

 

104. Electoral administration has been subject to major change in the last 18 
years, the likes of which had not applied for the previous 140 years, largely since 

the introduction of the Ballot Act in 1872. There is no reason to suppose that this 

change or modernisation will not continue, particularly in relation to further 

changes in the registration system, voting methods, increased number of 
elections and referendums and the probable changes to performance standards 

for electoral registration officers and returning officers. All of this will 

undoubtedly lead to a requirement for the day to day resources of the Elections 

Office to be strengthened. For this reason, in addition to those advanced above, I 
believe it essential that the whole issue of resources is addressed as a matter of 

some urgency. 

 

105. It is a cardinal rule in electoral administration to "check, check and check 

again". This was clearly not done in the case of these elections with the 
consequential result. This approach needs to be built into all the future 

arrangements for electoral administration at Stoke. 

 

106. To quote the Electoral Commission, "Running an election is a complex 
logistical operation with statutory obligations and personal liability for the 

Returning Officer, involving considerable financial and physical resources, and 

delivered against extremely tight and inflexible timescales."8. From evidence 

which has been provided to me, there has been little attempt to use forward 
planning techniques or an approach to risk management. Unfortunately, the 

project plan for the 2015 elections which was produced upon my request was 

incomplete and did not address many of the issues which have been identified as 

part of this review. This plan is also deficient in terms of identifying lead officers 
for any activities or any indication that any of the tasks within the plan had been 

completed. Similarly, no comprehensive risk management plan was produced. 

 

107. The recommendations which I make need to be implemented to ensure that 

the Council and its officers are not exposed to undue risks or problems in the 
future. The issues identified in this report simply underline the importance of 

ensuring that good practice within electoral administration needs to be followed 

at all times and that the electoral services function is properly resourced. 

 
108. The Council has received a number of complaints from candidates and other 

interested parties, copies of which have been passed to me. It is not within the 

terms of reference for this review for me to investigate those particular 

complaints or to provide any response. However, in the interests of transparency 
and to assist the wider objective of restoring confidence in the electoral process 

                                   
8 Managing a local government election in England and Wales: guidance for Returning Officers 
(issued in 2007), Part B 
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within the City, I would strongly recommend the Council to make this report 
public.  

 

 

Part 7 – Recommendation 

 
109. That the issues outlined in this report as part of the review process and 
summarised below are considered and acted upon. 

 

Electoral Registration 

 
a) A review of the permanent staffing structure is undertaken. 

b) The necessary resources to enable the Electoral Registration Officer (ERO) 

to take the necessary statutory steps are provided.  

c) The Integrity Plan for Electoral Registration is updated. 
d) A procedure manual for electoral registration is produced and maintained. 

 

Absent Voting 

 

a) The management of absent voting is placed under the control of a Deputy 
Returning Officer 

b) The task of preparing and issuing postal vote packs is outsourced to an 

external specialist contractor. 

c) A full check of data held for permanent postal voters is carried out. 
 

Elections 

 

a) A review of the permanent staffing structure is undertaken. 
b) A procedure manual for the conduct of elections is produced and 

maintained. 

c) A formal management plan is established to ensure the proper control of 

each election to include regular management meetings, reporting and a 
post election review. 

d) Deputy Returning Officers (with full or specific powers) are appointed for 

each election. 

e) Guidance and other relevant documentation provided by the Electoral 

Commission is used for the planning and management of all elections. 
f) The Council’s call centre is used as the first point of contact for dealing with 

electoral related queries. 

g) Training and instructions, where appropriate, are provided to all temporary 

election staff to be employed in any role related to the election. 
h) A Media Strategy/Communications Plan is prepared and involving the 

communications team. 

i) A dedicated telephone number is provided for the sole use of polling station 

inspectors. 
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j) Where cross boundary arrangements apply, a fully documented agreement 
is put in place and a senior officer is designated to manage those 

arrangements. 

k) All presiding officers are required to regularly check the access 

arrangements for their polling stations and polling station inspectors are 

required to ensure that there are no access problems. 
l) The preparation of ballot boxes should be completed at least five working 

days prior to polling day.  

m)  The Returning Officer be asked to investigate the possibility of an 

alternative venue for future counts. 
n) As part of the management of future counts, proper processes and 

arrangements are put in place with regard to ballot boxes, ballot paper 

accounts and the verification including a statement for the latter. 

 
Election fees 

 

a) The City Council should adopt and maintain a formal scale of fees for its 

elections. 

 
Senior Management approach 

 

a) To endorse all of the points listed in paragraph 89 and to create a high 

level plan which advises and informs the way in which the electoral services 
function operates in the future. 

 

Transparency and Confidence 

 
a) That this report is made public. 

 

 

John Turner 
 

Chief Executive 

Association of Electoral Administrators 

 

 
 

September 2015 
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ANNEX 1 
 

Terms of Reference for Review of 2015 Elections 
 

The independent review of the preparation process and function of the elections team at Stoke-on-

Trent City Council is required, following the 2015 elections.  This was for the dual election of all out 

local councillors, as well as a parliamentary election. 
 
It is acknowledged at the outset this is the most burdensome combination, both in the terms of ballot 
paper numbers and turnout.  However, the lead up to and preparation appears to have been 
inadequate and the immediate preparation for the count was last minute.  This was partially due to 
two key members of the team, the Returning Officer and the Elections Manager becoming unable to 
undertake duties due to ill health. The review will include feedback and discussions with Members, 
Residents (Voters), Agents and Candidates, the Chief Executive, Chief Operating Officer, Deputy 
Returning Officer, elections team, and other key officers who assisted both in relation to absent votes 
and supervisory roles.  In addition as the count included cross boundaries for the parliamentary 
election with Newcastle-under-Lyme Borough Council it is key that consultation includes colleagues 
from Newcastle and in particular their Returning officer John Sellgren * 1. A rolling issues log will also 
be available as part of the information for the review. 

 
This Terms of Reference has a number of elements and stages that need to be examined: 

1. The preparation of the election, the use of a project management approach and clear 
process mapping; 

2. Absent Voters; 
3. Postal votes and proxies; 
4. The election day itself; 
5. The count; and, 

6. Moving forward the team’s fitness for purpose, including compliance with IER, and 

other statutory requirements. 
 
Preparation for the elections 
 
This is a key part of the review to identify how the preparations were being undertaken and, in 

particular, to consider the use made of project planning, who was involved in the project plan 
meetings: 
• Updating register and canvass compliance with IER requirements; 

• The governance arrangements for the project team and the mechanism for the team to 
highlight issues as they arose; 

• Identification of risks and resourcing requirements; 
• Continuity plan including venue changes, staff falling ill, fire breakout during count; 
• Involvement of stakeholders to include Newcastle as the borough with cross boundaries for 

one parliamentary seat;  
• Where the project team reported into; 
• Communications plan; 
• Continuity planning; 
• Use of call centre providing scripts; 
• Additional support in the elections office in the immediate run up; and, 
• Recruitment of all election event support staff (including counting staff, Supervisors, Presiding 

Officers and Clerks). 
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Absent Voting 
 

• Issuing of postal votes - how this is supervised and undertaken; 
• Use of electronic issuing; 
• Use of Royal Mail in sorting incoming postal votes into wards. 
• Consideration of resource for continued issuing of postal votes; 
• Issuing and maintaining proxy votes; 
• Opening and verification of postal votes; 
• Paperwork compliance;  
• Systems to support the opening of postal votes, fit for purpose and training requirements; 
• Liaison with stakeholders; and, 
• Clear mechanism for feeding postal votes into the verification process. 
• Cross-boundary transfer of Data took days to find a solution due to comparability of systems. 

 
Election Day Preparation 
 

• Preparation of the paperwork to accompany the ballot boxes; 
• Issue of the ballot boxes; 

• Identification of  inspectors; training and clarity of roles of inspectors; 

• Identification of appropriate presiding officers and poll clerks; 
• Identification on the day - roles and responsibilities for election team members; 
• Training for poll clerks and presiding officers and inspectors; 
• Use of job descriptions and role responsibilities; 
• Checks with stakeholder involvement; 
• Production of final verification and count paperwork and clear process for the night; and, 
• Clear table layout and seating plans. 
 
Count  
 
• Receipt of the ballot boxes with accompanying paperwork, to include mechanism for receipt, and 

ensuring appropriate paperwork and ballot box remains together; 
• Clarity around parking and boxes being held before going into count; 
• Clarity of how postal vote numbers are fed into verification sheet and into count process; 
• Receipt of boxes in count hall and how they are held and distributed; 
• Verification process training for all supervisors; 
• Numbers of count staff and supervisors; 
• Use of DRO and experienced elections staff; 
• Preparation of paperwork - plan of count and allocation of teams; 
• Process for verification; 
• Process of count; 
• Process of declarations and recording of final results - link with Comms team; 
• Maintaining the paperwork ; 
• Process for spoilt papers and recording of nature of spoilt ballots; and, 
• Single point of access for all verification work and approval of declarations before they are 

released. 
 
Post-Election 

 
• Preparation of reports;  
• Review of Returning Officer; and, 
• Securing and storing the election paperwork. 
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Going Forward 
 

• Review of the structure of the elections team, fit for purpose who is involved in the project 
planning and reporting identified issues into the management structure; 

• Use of the Call Centre; 
• Assessment of compliance with statutory requirements around IER and registration; 
• Identification of resources required; 
• Learning from best practice;   
• Contingency and continuity planning for critical posts. As many are one off staff posts for the 

event, we need to make sure there are other people who are aware of processes, practice and 
documentation due to dependency on certain roles.  We also need to assess the viability of 
having few experienced people with 4-5 years between key events; and,  

• ICT systems. 


