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Background

Introduction
1.1

This report has been commissioned by the Electoral Commission in Northern Ireland
to help in understanding the extent and nature of the changes in the patterns of voter
registration following the introduction of the Electoral Fraud Act 2002.

1.2

The Electoral Fraud Act received Royal Assent on 1 May 2002. It pertains only to
Northern Ireland and applies to all future elections.
The Act was introduced
primarily in order to overcome widely held perceptions of personation and electoral
abuse in Northern Ireland, fundamentally changing the voter registration and
identification processes.

1.3

Under the new arrangements, persons who are eligible to vote in Northern Ireland
must now register on an individual basis and they must provide certain items of
information for identification purposes at the time of registration. Previously,
registration had been on a household basis.

1.4

The first Electoral Register to be based on the Act was published on 2 December
2002. This followed the September-October annual canvass undertaken by the
Electoral Office for Northern Ireland (EONI). The December 2002 Register
contained a total of 1,072,346 entries. This represented a fall of 10 per cent
compared to the number of entries on the previously published August 2002 register
(Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 The change in the Electoral Register
Registered to
vote

Change compared to August 2002
Register

Number

Number

%

August 2002

1,192,136

-

-

December 2002

1,072,346

-119,790

-10.0

May 2003

1,098,726

-93,410

-7.8

Source: EONI.

1.5

Anyone not on the Register may apply to have their name added through the system
of Rolling Registration. As a result of this process, the number on the Electoral
Register rose to 1,098,726 as of May 2003. This represented an increase of 26,380
(+2.5 per cent) compared to the December 2002 Register, but the Register published
in May 2003 was still eight per cent below the August 2002 Register (Table 1.1).
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Objectives
1.6

The primary objective of this desk research is to compare and contrast the current
Northern Ireland Electoral Register with previous Registers and relevant socioeconomic datasets, with a view to better understanding how the new registration
processes have affected the voter franchise in Northern Ireland.

1.7

The desk research reported here is intended to complement and augment the findings
from a separate opinion research exercise that has been commissioned to gauge the
profile of those who have not registered and the reasons for their non-registration.

1.8

The specific requirements of this research are to help the Electoral Commission in
understanding:

1.9

•

The current extent of non-registration in Northern Ireland.

•

The patterns of non-registration across Northern Ireland.

•

Any correlation between decreased registration rates and indicators of
deprivation.

In order to meet these objectives, the May 2003 Register is compared with the
December 2002 Register, the August 2002 Register and the 2001 Census of
Population results. The extent of non-registration is to be established for each of
these Registers, with analysis and detailed commentary provided for the following
levels:
•

Wards

•

Parliamentary constituencies.

•

Northern Ireland as a whole.

1.10

A particular point of interest is to compare registration rates and changes in the
Register with indicators of deprivation at Census Ward level, in order to help in
assessing if there is a correlation between deprivation and registration.

1.11

Other issues to be addressed in the research include:
•

The degree to which demographic changes since the 2001 Census may have
affected registration rates, including population changes due to people
moving and changes due to the balance between young people ageing into the
eligible population compared to the death rate.

•

The degree to which residential arrangements may have affected registration,
for example, students living away from home, armed forces, long-term
patients in residential care, and so on.
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Whether the new registration processes have had a disproportionate impact
on people of different religious backgrounds.

The research also includes an analysis of the effect of the Rolling Registration
process. This is the process by which individuals who are eligible to be on the
Register, but who were not included during the annual electoral canvass, can apply to
be included. Those who wish to change their details, for example, if they have
moved house, can also avail of rolling registration. The process enables the Register
to be updated on a monthly basis. The Registers for January to May 2003 will be
compared to identify if there has been any attenuation of the 10 per cent difference
between the December 2002 Register and the August 2002 Register.

Approach
1.13

The programme of work undertaken for this desk research exercise comprised four
steps, which are summarised in Figure 1.1 overleaf. The first step was to collate the
various datasets that are required for the research. Information on the August 2002,
December 2002 and May 2003 Registers were obtained from the EONI. These data
show the number of registered electors by Census Ward and Parliamentary
Constituency. Unfortunately, other relevant items of information were not available,
such as the age distribution of the electorate on each Register. Rolling Registration
data were also compiled in respect of January, February, March and April 2003.

1.14

As noted above, a key point of interest in this study is whether there is a correlation
between registration rates at Census Ward level and deprivation. The requirement is
to compare registration rates with a range of indicators of deprivation, including the
NI Measures of Deprivation developed by the Department of Social Policy and
Social Work at Oxford University. The NI Measures of Deprivation are described
in Annex A below.

1.15

Unfortunately, the existing NI Measures of Deprivation are based on the 1984
Census Ward boundaries. In contrast, the ward-level data in the Electoral Register
are based on the 1992 boundaries. These are related, but distinct geographies. For
example, there are 582 Wards on the 1992 boundaries compared to 566 on the 1984
definitions. In addition, the 2001 Census Ward data are all published on the 1992
boundaries1.

1.16

For that reason, the approach taken in this report is to examine correlations between
registration rates at ward level and indictors that are strongly related to those used for
the NI Measures of Deprivation, for example, unemployment rates, benefit
claimants, and so on.

1

It will be possible to construct an approximate set of 1984 Wards from the 2001 Census data, using what are
called Census Output Areas. However, the Census 2001 data are not yet available at that level of geographical
detail.
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Figure 1.1 Electoral Commission Desk Research: Work
Programme

Data
preparation

A. Voter Registration
B. Census of Population 2001
C. DSD Social Security dataset
D. Election results

Defining the
problem

Defining non-registration rates:
% of canvassed
% of eligible voters (Census
2001)

Analysis

1. Extent
2. Patterns
3. Correlations
Socio-demographic
Deprivation

Reporting

1.17

The socio-economic datasets that have been compiled for this research are listed in
Figure 2.1. They include the Ward level data published for the 2001 Census, which
is available via the web-site of the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency
(NISRA). The main groups of Census variables used in this report are listed in Box
1.A along with the relevant population. These data encompass a number of the
indicators used in the NI Measures of Deprivation, and also include variables such as
socio-economic grouping, which is correlated with income.

1.18

The range of deprivation-relevant variables used for the analysis was augmented by
using Ward-level information on social security claimants, extracted from the website of the Department for Social Development (DSD).

1.19

Finally, information was obtained for a number of the more recent Elections, both
local and for Westminster. The main point of interest was to calculate turnout rates,
as an indicator of the extent of competition for votes, which may affect the
propensity to register.
Election data are only available for Parliamentary
Constituencies and District Electoral Areas (DEAs), which are aggregates of 5-6
contiguous Census Wards. Election data are not available for Census Wards.
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Box 1.A Main groups of Census 2001 variables analysed to Ward level
Heading

1.20

Relevant population

•

Usually resident population

•

All ages

•

Age groups

•

Sixteen age bands

•

Qualifications and students

•

Aged 16-74

•

Economic activity

•

Aged 16-74

•

Community background

•

All ages

•

Stated religion

•

All ages

•

Country of birth

•

All ages

•

Ethnic background

•

All ages

•

Students

•

16-17 and 18-74

•

Tenure

•

Households

•

Dwelling type

•

Households

•

Socio-economic grouping

•

16-74

•

Health

•

All ages

•

Communal establishment
residents

•

All ages

•

Household composition

•

Households

The second stage of the research was concerned with the problem of defining ‘nonregistration’ at the various geographic levels for which analysis is required. This is
discussed in further detail in Section 2. A key point made in that discussion is that it
is not possible from the available information to calculate ‘true’ non-registration
rates for any geographic level. This does not mean that no analysis of the issue is
possible and a framework is developed that enables progress to be made in
addressing the research requirements.
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1.21

The third stage of the approach comprised the statistical analyses of correlations at
Census Ward level between voter registration and socio-economic indicators,
including deprivation measures. It is, however, necessary to issue a strong word of
warning at the very outset concerning the inferences that can be drawn by comparing
Ward-level variations in registration rates with socio-economic indicators. Such
comparisons may, for example, suggest that areas with an above-average
concentration of young people aged 18-24 also tend to have lower than average
registration. The observed spatial relationship may be significant, in the statistical
sense. Such geographical relationships do not necessarily imply that people aged 1824 are less likely to be registered than are other age groups. That is, analysis of
spatial data can highlight interesting geographical associations between registration
and different socio-economic and demographic indicators, but considerable care and
caution needs to be exercised in drawing conclusions regarding cause-and-effect
processes as these affect individuals.

1.22

Partly for that reason, but also to help in better understanding the socio-economic
and demographic relationships, the statistical analysis has been augmented by a
number of case studies of individual wards. The case study approach has been
implemented by preparing detailed statistical profiles for a selected set of wards.
The statistical correlations identified in the analyses for all wards are then illustrated
for the case study wards, for example, to show what effect relative deprivation may
have on registration rates.

1.23

The following wards were chosen for the case study approach:

1.24

Whiterock and Island in Belfast. These are two wards with significant
concentrations of deprivation. In other respects, the two wards provide a number of
sharp contrasts. Whiterock is almost exclusively Catholic (99 per cent) while Island
is overwhelmingly Protestant (90 per cent). In the Island ward, 30 per cent of the
population aged over 18 are aged 60 or over, compared to 21 per cent in Whiterock.
Though both wards saw sharp falls in registration levels from August 2002 to
December 2002, there was a significant ‘bounce-back’ in Whiterock but not in
Island.

1.25

Massereene in South Antrim. This is a more affluent ward located in the suburbs of
Belfast. The ward was chosen specifically to extend the geographical spread of the
case studies and to inject a contrast on the deprivation issue. Also, it has been
growing relatively quickly in population in recent times. The religious mix in this
ward is 57 per cent Protestant and 39 per cent Catholic, which is reasonably close to
the Northern Ireland average (53:44).

1.26

Tempo in Fermanagh and South Tyrone. This is a classic instance of a ward where
there is intense electoral competition. The recent Census of Population shows the
Protestant and Catholic communities are very finely balanced, with an almost even
split (49 per cent Protestant and 51 per cent Catholic). The ward also extends the
geographical spread into a more rural area west of the Bann.
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Structure of the Report
1.27

The report is structured as follows.

1.28

Section 2 focuses on the August 2002 register. It does this partly in order to provide
a platform for the discussion of the use of the Electoral Register to calculate
registration rates using Census data on the resident population. A second objective is
to establish the baseline situation regarding the pattern and extent of ‘registration
rates’ that pertained prior to the introduction of the Electoral Fraud Act. The reason
for this is that, in order to understand what impact the change in registration
procedures may have had, it is first necessary to understand the pre-existing system.

1.29

Section 3 discusses the December 2002 register. The first part of the Section
considers the pattern of registration rates, again at various spatial scales. The issue
of interest is the extent of non-registration, and the factors associated with this. The
Section then considers the geographic pattern of change in registration, particularly
the relationship with indicators of deprivation.

1.30

Section 4 analyses the May 2003 Register. The Section commences with a
discussion of the Rolling Registration process, examining the consequent change in
the Register that occurred from December 2002 to May 2003. Following this, the
Section addresses the issue of whether this has had an impact on the geographic
pattern of voter registration, with a particular focus on any relationship that may
exist with relative deprivation.

1.31

Section 5 presents a summary of the main conclusions to be drawn from the
research.
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The August 2002 Register

Introduction
2.1

This Section of the report analyses the August 2002 Electoral Register, the last to be
published under the old system.

2.2

The Section commences by considering the trend in the Electoral Register at
Northern Ireland level, relative to the published estimates for the population aged 18
and over. The main point of interest in this discussion is whether it is feasible to use
the Electoral Register under the old system as a measure of the extent of nonregistration in Northern Ireland. This is very important in understanding whether the
fall in the Register following the introduction of the new system of individual
registration represents an increase in non-registration, or conversely leads to a truer
and more accurate picture.

2.3

The conclusion drawn is that the old Electoral Register is unlikely to give an
accurate measure of the extent of non-registration in Northern Ireland. This is even
more the case at sub-NI geographical scales, including Parliamentary Constituencies
and Census Wards. Nonetheless, some useful insights can be gleaned by considering
the trends at Parliamentary Constituency level and also the pattern in the Register at
Ward level relative to the population as at the 2001 Census. The latter analysis
includes a statistical approach designed to provide a better understanding of
geographical variations in the Register at Census Ward level. The main purpose of
the statistical analysis is to identify socio-economic and demographic correlates of
registration, particularly as these relate to relative deprivation.

The Trend at NI Level
2.4

The ‘true’ registration rate for the population as a whole is given by the following
formula:

Persons
registered to
vote

Registration
Rate

equals

divided by

The population
qualified to
vote
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Thus, if the number of persons who are registered to vote is known as well as the
size of the population that is qualified to vote through meeting the entitlement
criteria (Box 2.A), then it is possible to calculate the registration rate for a given
area. Subtracting the registration rate from 100 gives the non-registration rate2.
Box 2.A The Entitlement to Vote

A person was qualified to register at the annual canvass in autumn 2002 if he or
she:
•

Is a British citizen, Irish citizen, Commonwealth citizen or citizen of a member
state of the European Union.

•

Is 18 years of age or over, or will become 18 on or before 30 November
2003.

•

Has been resident in Northern Ireland during the whole of the three month
period 16 July - 15 October 2002.

•

Is not subject to any legal incapacity to vote (this mainly covers convicted
prisoners and certain Peers of the realm). There are other grounds which
affect a very small number of people.

•

Public Servants and members of the defence forces who are on duty
overseas for long periods are qualified to register, as are members of their
family. Also persons who would be qualified if they lived in Northern Ireland
but now live abroad, provided that they have not been away for more than
fifteen years. Such persons must be British citizens and can only vote at
Westminister elections. They form a very small portion of the Register.

Source: EONI website.

2.6

The simplest way of calculating the registration rate for Northern Ireland as a whole
is to use the total on the Electoral Register as a measure of the number of persons
registered to vote and the official estimates for the population aged 18 and over as
the measure for the size of the population qualified to vote. Doing this gives the
picture shown in Figure 2.1, that is, a relatively stable estimated ‘registration rate’ of
around 94-96 per cent.

2

In the discussion that follows, it is more convenient to focus on the registration rate, though clearly the nonregistration rate is simply the obverse of the registration rate.
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Does this then mean that the ‘non-registration’ rate in Northern Ireland under the old
system was in turn fairly constant at about 4-6 per cent of the population?
Unfortunately, it does not. This is readily seen by examining the components of the
Electoral Register under the old system. Specifically, a number of features of that
system indicate that the number of entries on the Register was in excess of the total
number of persons eligible to vote by dint of being registered.

Figure 2.1 Electoral Register as per cent of Population 18+
100
98
96

Per cent

94
92
90
88
86
84
82
80
1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

Sources: EONI; NISRA

2.8

As noted in Section 1 above, the old Register was based on an annual canvass of
households. Prior to the canvass, each household would be issued with a registration
form on which the names of qualified persons would be entered. Not everybody
returned their forms. The non-return rate was typically in the order of one in ten.

2.9

Under the old system, if a household did not return its form, its existing details
would be carried forward on the Register for one year. In some cases, households
may simply have neglected to return their forms. But there would also be instances
where one or more members of the household may have moved away. Thus, the
practice of carrying household details forward undoubtedly inflated the Register
somewhat, though the effect is not known.

2.10

A second way in which the Register may have held more entries than there were
persons actually entitled to vote was that a person could, quite legitimately, be
registered at more than one location, for example, a person with a second home.
Considered in terms of calculating a registration rate as described above, this inflates
the Register because a person is only entitled to vote once, even though they may be
registered more than once.
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2.11

Finally, the Register may have been inflated through instances of fraudulent
registration. Clearly, this was part of the rationale for the introduction of a new
system of registration. But the extent of fraud on the old Register is simply not
known. The 1998 report by the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) on the administration
of elections in Northern Ireland stated that “the Review suspects that there is a level
of false registration which is carried out with the express intention of abusing the
system”, but no concrete evidence was adduced as to the incidence of false
registration. Indeed, much of the discussion of registration in the NIO report centred
on ways of addressing non-registration.

2.12

Overall, therefore, it is likely that the old Electoral Register over-stated the number
of persons entitled to vote. As illustrated below, each of the three factors discussed
above must be subtracted from the Register in order to get an accurate picture of the
number of persons eligible to vote:

T h e e le c to r a l
r e g is te r in th e o ld
s y s te m
F r a u d e le n t e n tr ie s
C a r r ie d fo r w a r d e .g .
m oved aw ay
M u ltip le e n tr ie s

P e rs o n s
e lig ib le t o v o t e

2.13

The problem is, however, that none of these factors are observable in such a way that
their cumulative impact on the Register can be calculated. Regarding the size of the
population qualified to vote, the use of the official estimates of the usually resident
population in Northern Ireland is also problematic, for the reasons shown below:
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The Usually Resident Population
Minus deaths,
out-migrants

The
measured
population

Minus persons not
qualified

Resident
Population Mid-year or
Census (March)

Usually
Resident
Population
Plus Attainers,
In-migrants

The
population
qualified
to vote

Plus qualified persons
living away

2.14

There are two main sets of problems with the use of official estimates for the usually
resident population as a measure of the population qualified to vote. First, these
estimates will generally refer to a different, earlier time period than the one in which
the annual canvass for the Register takes place. The 2001 Census, for example,
refers to March of that year. As their name implies, the mid-year population
estimates refer to June of each year. Some population changes would be expected in
the period between the population estimates being prepared and the canvass for the
Electoral Register. These changes include losses due to deaths and out-migration
and gains due to in-migration and young people ageing into the eligible population,
that is, those attaining the age of 18.

2.15

These components of population change, it should be said, are likely to have only a
minor effect at the Northern Ireland level3. In recent years, the population aged 18
and over has been growing at an annual rate of 0.7 per cent. This has been almost
entirely due to the excess of persons attaining the age of 18 over deaths, as the
numbers of those migrating into Northern Ireland has been roughly in balance with
the numbers leaving (NISRA, NI Annual Abstract of Statistics, 2001).

3

As discussed below, this is not the case at sub-regional level.
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2.16

Even at NI level, however, the usually resident population may have diverged from
the eligible population at the time of the annual canvass for two further reasons.
First, as can be seen from Box 2.A, not all those who are usually resident are eligible
to vote in Northern Ireland. Again, this is likely to have a fairly minor influence. In
the 2001 Census, the proportion of the population born outside the EU was 1.2 per
cent, and some of these would be Commonwealth citizens. HM Forces stationed in
Northern Ireland were also counted as part of the resident population in the 2001
Census, but they would have comprised less than 0.5 per cent of the population aged
18+. As with the components of population change, these effects are more
pronounced in some local areas, for example, in those Census Wards where the
Forces are stationed. This is discussed further below.

2.17

Second, some individuals living away from Northern Ireland, and hence not included
in any estimate of the usually resident population, will have an entitlement to vote
and may be registered. This effect, it can be noted, will tend to offset the inclusion
in the resident population of people who are not eligible to register for a vote in
Northern Ireland.

2.18

Overall, therefore, at the NI level, the factors that result in the estimate of the usually
resident population being different from the eligible population tend to offset each
other. This is in contrast to the position regarding the Electoral Register under the
old system, where all of the major effects result in deductions from the Register. It is
therefore not unreasonable to conclude that the most recent estimate of the NI
resident population provides a reasonable basis for calculating registration rates. It
must, however, be appreciated that while this may be the case at NI level, it is
certainly not the case at sub-NI level. This can clearly be seen by considering
‘registration rates’ for Parliamentary Constituencies.

Parliamentary Constituencies
2.19

From 1997 to 2001, NISRA estimates that the overall NI population aged 18 and
over expanded by 2.8 per cent, or 0.7 per cent per annum. The distribution of that
growth was, however, very uneven at District Council level4. As can be seen from
Figure 2.2, Belfast suffered a 1.6 per cent population decline while Banbridge
recorded an increase of 8.4 per cent (see also Table B2.1).

4

This is the most detailed geographical level for which such estimates are published. It should also be noted
that mid-year estimates are not produced for the Parliamentary Constituencies.
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Figure 2.2 Population Change by Local Government District
Persons aged 18+, 1997-2001
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Stra ba ne
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-2
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Per cent change
Source: NISRA, Mid-year Population Estimates

2.20

In very broad terms, a similar pattern of change can be seen in the Electoral Register
over the same period. Thus, comparing the August 2002 register with that used for
the 1997 Westminster elections, the total number on the Register grew by one per
cent. However, reflecting the population movements shown in Figure 2.2, there was
a decline in each of the Belfast constituencies accompanied by growth in all other
areas. Thus, the change in the Register varied from -8 per cent in Belfast South to +7
per cent in South Down (Figure 2.3. See also Tables B2.2 and B2.3).

2.21

Indeed, the decrease in the Belfast constituencies was in excess of what would have
been expected from the change in the population aged 18 and over (compare Figures
2.2 and 2.3). This indicates that the geographical pattern of changes in the Register
is influenced by more than simply population movements. This issue is explored
further later in this Section when the distribution of the Register by Census Ward is
compared with various socio-economic indicators from the 2001 Census of
Population.
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Figure 2.3 Difference between August 2002 Electoral Register and
Westminister 1997 Register: Per cent
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Source: EONI.

2.22

It is also of interest to compare the Register within each Parliamentary Constituency
with the size of the resident population aged 18 and over. As shown in Figure 2.4,
the August 2002 Register as a percentage of the resident population varies widely,
from 77 per cent in South Belfast to 103 per cent in Mid Ulster and Fermanagh and
South Tyrone (see also Table B2.4). Clearly, the difficulties involved in using the
Electoral Register to calculate ‘true’ non-registration rates are greatly accentuated at
sub-NI geographical scales.

Figure 2.4 August 2002 Electoral Register as per cent of
resident population aged 18+
Belfast East
Belfast North
Belfast South
Belfast W est
East Antrim
East Londonderry
Fermanagh & South T yrone
Foyle
Lagan Valley
Mid Ulster
Newry & Armagh
North Antrim
North Down
South Antrim
South Down
Strangford
Upper Bann
W est T yrone
N. Ireland

0

20

40

60

80

100

Per cent
Sources: EONI, 2002; Census, 2001
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2.23

Taken at face value, the Register for Mid Ulster, Fermanagh and South Tyrone or
Newry and Mourne would suggest that more people are registered in these
Constituencies than actually live there. Part of the reason that the Register exceeds
100 in these Constituencies may be the tendency noted above for the old Register to
give an inflated estimate of the true number of registered eligible voters, though
there is no evidence as to how or why the inflation effect should vary geographically.
The more significant factor explaining the variation in raw ‘registration rates’ by
Parliamentary Constituency is a dislocation between the geography of the electorate
and the distribution of the population. That is, people on the Register are not
necessarily registered in the area in which they usually reside.

2.24

A very good example of this is the student factor. Under the old system of
registration, many students attending third-level institutions but living away from the
family home were registered at their home rather than their term-time address. By
contrast, in the most recent Census of Population, which counted people at the place
where they were living on 31 March 2001, the usual place of residence for such
individuals would have been their term-time address. Thus, the very large share of
students amongst the resident population in Belfast South (Figure 2.5) is clearly a
major component of the apparently low registration rate in that constituency.

Figure 2.5 Full-time students aged 18-74
Per cent of population aged 18+
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Source: Census, 2001.

2.25

But the student factor does not explain all of the variation in raw registration rates
between Belfast South and the other Constituencies. If registration rates were to be
equalised across all constituencies, while holding the resident population constant in
each constituency, an additional 15,000 registrations would need to be re-allocated to
Belfast South. But in 2001, according to the Census, there were 11,000 full-time
students aged 18-74 in South Belfast. This was 8,000 in excess of what would be
expected if such students were to be distributed pro-rata on the population aged 18+,
meaning that another 7,000 or so non-students would have to be ‘re-allocated’ to
Belfast South in order to equalise its registration rate with the NI average.
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In other words, the student factor potentially explains, at the very most, a little over
50 per cent of the variance between the South Belfast registration rate and the
average rate for Northern Ireland as a whole. It is not possible at this juncture to say
what these other factors might be. There may, for example, be a tendency for people
moving into the area from outside Belfast to remain registered at their family home
address, at least initially5. Further, the area contains a relatively high proportion of
people who were born outside Northern Ireland, especially from outside the EU
(Figure 2.6). Though it should be noted that not all such persons lack an entitlement
to vote in Northern Ireland.

Figure 2.6 Population born outside Northern Ireland
Be lfa st Ea st
Be lfa st N orth
Be lfa st South
Be lfa st W e st
E a st Antrim
Ea st Londonde rry
Fe rma na gh & South T yrone
Foyle
La ga n Va lle y
Mid U lste r
N e wry & Arma gh
N orth Antrim
N orth D own
S outh Antrim
South D own
Stra ngford
U ppe r Ba nn
W e st T yrone

Great Britain
Rep. of Ireland
Other EU
Elsewhere

N . Ire la nd
0

5

10

15

Per cent of population
Source: Census, 2001.

2.27

Such considerations would suggest that the variations at Parliamentary Constituency
level in raw or unadjusted registration rates are not solely a function of spatial
differences in Register ‘inflation’ under the old system or the dislocation between the
distribution of the population and the geographical pattern of registrations. The
differences are very likely to also reflect other factors. For example, it may be that
some age groups are more likely to register than are others. Or registration rates may
be associated with the geography of deprivation.

2.28

Such putative influences on the propensity to register cannot be analysed at the level
of Parliamentary Constituencies. It is necessary to go further down the spatial scale
and consider variations in registration rates at Census Ward level. This is the focus
of the next part of this Section.

5

Perhaps during a ‘settling-in’ period, when living in rented accommodation; 17 per cent of dwellings in the
constituency are privately rented, compared to an NI average of 7 per cent, so population mobility and
household turnover would be higher than average.
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Census Wards
2.29

The problems involved in identifying actual or true registration rates are
considerably magnified at Census Ward level. There are a number of reasons for
this, including:

2.30

•

Wide variations between wards in the mix of demographic and socioeconomic factors that may be correlated, negatively or positively, with the
propensity to register.

•

Local concentrations of ‘special’ factors, such as students, army bases,
communal care establishments, and so on.

•

Unobservable systematic influences. For example, the influence of the
factors discussed above that may tend to inflate the register.

•

Unobservable random influences. For example, a dislike of filling in forms
and providing personal information to the Government may not be
predictable from socio-economic and demographic factors.

Reflecting all of the above, there are large disparities between wards in raw or
unadjusted registration rates calculated using the Electoral Register in each Census
Ward as a percentage of the local population aged 18+. This is clear from Figure
2.7, which shows raw registration rates ranging from 126 per cent (Forkhill in Newry
and Mourne) to 41 per cent in the Botanic ward in Belfast South (see Annex Table
D.1 for a full listing of the registration rates shown in Figure 2.6, arranged by
District Council and Census Ward. See also Maps A.1 and A.2 in Annex C).
Indeed, 44 per cent of the 582 Wards showed a ‘registration rate’ of over 100 using
the August 2002 Register.
Figure 2.7 August 2002 Electoral Register compared to Population 18+
Census Wards
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Sources: EONI; Census, 2001.
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Some insight into the range of factors associated with variations in registration rates
at Ward level can be obtained by looking at the ‘extremes’ of the distribution. Table
2.1 gives the 20 wards with the lowest raw registration rates. The student factor is
immediately obvious in a number of Wards, including Botanic, Windsor, Stranmillis,
Strand in Derry and Strand in Coleraine, Ballynafeigh, Rostulla, University and
Portstewart. In these Wards, over one in four persons aged 18 and over is a full-time
student, compared to a NI average of four per cent.

Table 2.1 August 2002 Register as per cent of Population: The 20 Census
Wards with the lowest raw registration rates
Parliamentary
Constituency

District Council

Ward

Registration
rate
%

Belfast South

Belfast

Botanic

42

Belfast South

Belfast

Windsor

44

South Antrim

Antrim

Aldergrove

46

Belfast South

Belfast

Stranmillis

55

North Down

North Down

Loughview

56

Lagan Valley

Lisburn

Wallace Park

62

West Tyrone

Omagh

Lisanelly

63

Foyle

Derry

Ebrington

64

East Londonderry

Limavady

Gresteel

67

Foyle

Derry

Strand

67

East Londonderry

Coleraine

Strand

71

Belfast South

Belfast

Ballynafeigh

71

South Down

Down

Killough

73

East Antrim

Newtownabbey

Rostulla

73

East Londonderry

Coleraine

University

77

West Tyrone

Omagh

Strule

78

East Londonderry

Coleraine

Portstewart

79

East Londonderry

Limavady

Magilligan

80

Belfast South

Belfast

Blackstaff

81

East Londonderry

Limavady

Roeside

82
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2.32

Other influences are also manifest. Thus, for example, there are army bases in
Aldergrove, Loughview, Wallace Park, Ebrington, Lisanelly, Gresteel, Killough and
Strule. Magilligan contains one of Northern Ireland’s two prisons.

2.33

Beyond the 80 per cent mark, however, it becomes increasingly difficult to identify
any one individual location-specific factor as providing at least a partial explanation
for some degree of variance from the average. Thus, for example, it is not
immediately obvious why Roeside and Blackstaff should be in the bottom 20 for raw
registration rates. The former is a largely Protestant area while the latter is a
relatively deprived inner-city Protestant area in Belfast (it encompasses the Sandy
Row area).

2.34

These variances are analysed below using a multivariate statistical model designed to
take account of, or control for, a range of socio-economic and demographic
characteristics. Prior to discussing how such an approach can be of benefit, it is
useful to briefly consider the 20 Wards with the highest registration rates based on
the August 2002 Register. These are shown in Table 2.2.

2.35

The 20 wards listed in Table 2.2 bear certain similarities, in that they are mostly
located in largely rural constituencies in the west and south of Northern Ireland.
Unlike the 20 wards with the lowest rates, however, it is difficult to identify a set of
specific local factors that can potentially contribute to an explanation.

2.36

One reason why a Ward may have a registration rate greater than 100 is that there
may have been significant population change due to, for example, new housing
developments or a youthful population profile with an above-average rate of entry
into the Register by those attaining the qualifying age. It is possible to take account
of the latter factor, by including relevant demographic variables. The impact of new
building developments is much more difficult. Though it should be noted that the
August 2002 Register was essentially based on the October-November 2001 canvass,
so the March 2001 Census data are unlikely to have changed significantly.

2.37

Alternatively, these 20 Wards may be ones in which a combination of the above
influences is married with a high proportion of students living away from the family
home, but registered in their home area. This factor is impossible to assess, since
information is only available on where students live, not where they hail from.

2.38

Overall, therefore, it is rather more difficult to ‘explain’ the Wards at the upper end
of the spectrum of registration rates. This is an issue to which we return later in this
Section.
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Table 2.2 August 2002 Register as per cent of Population: The 20 Census
Wards with the highest raw registration rates
Parliamentary
Constituency

District

Ward

Registration
rate
%

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone

Fermanagh

Donagh

109

Mid Ulster

Dungannon

Donaghmore

109

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone

Dungannon

Caledon

109

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Fathom

109

Dungannon

Castlecaulfield

110

Dungannon

Augher

110

West Tyrone

Strabane

East

110

South Down

Newry and Mourne

Rostrevor

110

Mid Ulster

Magherafelt

Swatragh

111

Mid Ulster

Dungannon

Altmore

111

Mid Ulster

Cookstown

Killycolpy

111

West Tyrone

Omagh

Termon

111

East Londonderry

Limavady

Enagh

112

West Tyrone

Omagh

Coolnagard

112

Newry & Armagh

Armagh

Killeen

113

West Tyrone

Omagh

Drumnakilly

115

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Creggan

116

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Silver Bridge

116

Mid Ulster

Dungannon

Washing Bay

118

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Forkhill

129

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone
Fermanagh & South
Tyrone
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As noted above, it is necessary to adopt a multivariate statistical approach in seeking
to ‘explain’ or account for variations between Wards in raw registration rates. The
basic approach is illustrated in Figure 2.8 below. Thus, following the discussion
above, it is possible to identify a set of socio-economic and demographic factors that
can be measured at Ward level and that are hypothesised to be associated in some
way with the propensity to register to vote. Information on a range of such factors is
available from the datasets that were collated for this report.

Figure 2.8 Statistical modelling approach to voter registration rates at Census
Ward level

Systematic
influences e.g.
deprivation, age
profile,
communal
establishments

Randomly
distributed
influences e.g.
'big brother'
attitude?

Statistical model

Non-observables
e.g.fraud v.
'dead-wood'

2.40

Expected voter
registration
rates, adjusted
for systematic
influences

Actual voter
registration
rates

Compare
actual with
expected

An important point to note from Figure 2.7, and which follows from the discussion at
the beginning of this Section, is that a number of potential influences on the size of
the Register in each Ward are simply not observable. This means that it is
impossible to distinguish between possible sources of ‘inflation’ of the Register at
Ward level. Thus, for example, the inflationary effect of carry-over from one
Register to another cannot be distinguished from any influence that may be due to
fraud or other practices that may artificially increase the number on the Register.
Hence, this report does not, because it cannot, seek to distinguish different sources of
inflation of the Register. For that reason, no comment is made on whether any
particular set of results implies a higher or lower likelihood of fraud or otherwise.
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2.41

Prior to presenting the multivariate results, it is useful to first explore some of the
relationships that may exist between the systematic factors listed in Figure 2.8 and
the geographical pattern of registration rates at August 2002. This can be done by
calculating simple pairwise correlations between the variables of interest and the
August 2002 registration rates.

2.42

As was noted in the Introduction above, the NI Measures of Deprivation are not
available for the set of Wards used for the Electoral Register. Nonetheless, there are
a number of variables on the 2001 Census and also available from the DSD datasets
that are highly correlated with the NI Measures of Deprivation. A number of these
deprivation-related indicators are listed in Table 2.3. They are grouped according to
the domain of the NI Measures of Deprivation to which they most directly relate (see
Annex A for a summary of the domains of the NI Measures of Deprivation).

Table 2.3 Correlations between deprivation indicators and August 2002
registration rates
Correlation1

Variable
Labour market
Unemployment rate

-0.07

Long-term unemployed (% of population aged 16-74)

-0.07

Unemployed or unable to work because sick/disabled (%)

-0.05

Receipt of benefits
Income Support/JSA (% of population aged 16-74)

0.01

Incapacity benefit (% of population aged 16-74)

0.09

Disability benefit (% of population aged 16-74)

0.09

Qualifications
None (% of population aged 16-74)

0.17

Health status
Long-term limiting illness (% of population aged 16-74)

-0.02

1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).

2.43

Thus, the employment domain, which is intended to measure job deprivation, is
indicated by a selected number of labour market variables derived from the Census
Ward-level dataset, that is, the unemployment rate, the long-term unemployment rate
and a measure of employment deprivation. The last of these is most directly related
to the indicator in the employment domain of the NI Measures of Deprivation. The
other variables map to the NI Measures as follows:
•

Income deprivation – receipt of benefits.

•

Education – lack of qualifications.

•

Health – the incidence of long-term illness.
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For each of these variables, Table 2.3 shows the simple correlation with the August
2002 registration rate, at Census Ward level. There are two points of interest in the
values of the correlations shown in the Table:
•

What is the direction of the relationship?

•

How strong is the relationship?

2.45

The first of these questions is answered by looking at the sign of the correlation. A
negative value for the correlation implies that, the higher the value of the relevant
indicator, the lower will be the registration rate, on average. Conversely, a positive
correlation implies that, the higher the value of the relevant variable, the higher will
be the registration rate. The absolute values of the correlations shown in Table 2.3
can vary between 0 and 1. The closer a correlation is to zero, the weaker the
relationship, and vice versa. Though it should be appreciated that such pairwise
correlations can be misleading if they exhibit a correlation more because they are
themselves correlated with some other variable affecting registration, such as age.

2.46

The main point to emerge from Table 2.3 is that, on a pairwise basis, deprivation was
hardly correlated at all with the geographical pattern of the August 2002 Register.
Only one of the correlations is statistically significant (qualifications), and this has
the opposite sign to what would be expected (it is positive, whereas the expectation
is that registration rates are negatively related to deprivation).

2.47

The August 2002 registration rates did, however, display rather more significant
relationships when correlated with a range of other demographic and socio-economic
variables. A selected set of pairwise correlations is shown in Table 2.4 below. As
can be seen, variables such as housing tenure and population age composition are
significantly correlated with the August 2002 registration rates at Census Ward level.

2.48

As would be expected from the discussion above regarding the tendency for students
to register at their home rather than term address, the geographical pattern in the
August 2002 registration rates is negatively correlated with the proportion of the
resident population that are full-time students aged over 18. These students tend to
be concentrated in Census Wards that contain a university, or that are adjacent to
such Wards.

2.49

Similarly, the larger the proportion of persons aged 18-24 or 25-29 that live in a
Ward, the lower is the registration rate, on average. This probably reflects a
combination of the student factor and the lower propensity of younger people to
register to vote. A further point of interest in the age composition correlations is that
they indicate an inverted U-shaped relationship, where registration rates tend to rise
with age before peaking in the age group 45-59 and then starting to decline again.
This suggests that there is not a simple straight-line relationship between age and the
propensity to register to vote.

2.50

The tenure pattern in the correlations with registration rates is also interesting,
suggesting that Wards with higher than average concentrations of owner-occupied
housing tend to have above-average registration rates.
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Table 2.4 Correlations between selected demographic and socio-economic
indicators and August 2002 registration rates
Correlation1

Variable
Students
Full-time aged 18+

-0.45

Age composition
Aged 18-24

-0.43

Aged 25-29

-0.23

Aged 30-44

0.23

Aged 45-59

0.46

Aged 60-74

0.04

Aged 75-84

-0.11

Aged 85+

-0.18

Housing Tenure
Owner-occupation

0.40

Social rented

-0.21

Private rented

-0.45

Other rented

-0.37

Community background
Protestant

-0.18

Catholic

0.21

Other/none

-0.55

Other
Detached house

0.45

Average number of persons aged 18 or over per household

0.44

Lone-parent w/dependent children

-0.10

Residual other household type

-0.32

1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).

2.51

By contrast, the higher the share of rented housing, be this in the social sector, the
private rented sector or other rented, the lower will be the registration rates. This is
interesting also because tenure tends to be correlated with deprivation indicators.
For example, there is a strong positive correlation between the proportion of
households living in social rented dwellings and indicators such as the local area
unemployment rate, the incidence of long-term illness and the proportion with no
qualifications (see Table B2.7 in Annex B).
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2.52

Table 2.4 also shows the correlation between the community background
composition of the population and registration rates at Census Ward level. The
results suggest a negative correlation between registration rates and the proportion of
the population that is from the Protestant community, with the opposite relationship
holding for the Catholic share at Census Ward level. These relationships are
statistically significant, though they are not especially strong.

2.53

Indeed, though there are many significant relationships shown in Table 2.4, as a
general rule the correlations are in the range 0.2 to 0.45. That is, no single
demographic or socio-economic characteristic stands out as being particularly
strongly correlated with the overall pattern of registration rates by Census Ward.
This reflects the wide variation that exists in registration rates and the multiplicity of
factors influencing their distribution at Census Ward level, some of which were
discussed above in relation to the 20 Wards with the lowest registration rates.

2.54

The wide variation in registration rates in turn suggests the use of a multivariate
approach in order to take the analysis beyond the simple pairwise approach used in
Tables 2.3 and 2.4. The particular technique used for this purpose is known as
multiple linear regression. This is a methodology whereby, in principle, the separate
and independent effects of a set of ‘explanatory’ variables can be isolated and the
significance of their effect on the variable of interest can be measured, though as
discussed below this is often difficult to achieve in practice.

2.55

The detailed statistical results are reproduced in Table B2.8, along with a brief
technical note on interpretation. This Section first summarises the main findings and
then illustrates the implications of the model results using the case study Wards
listed in Section 1 above.

2.56

Prior to discussing the results, it is necessary to issue some cautionary remarks. It
was noted above that the August 2002 registration rates and various demographic
and socio-economic variables were often not very strongly correlated. Indeed, many
of the demographic and socio-economic variables that would be considered useful to
include in a statistical model are more highly correlated with each other than with
registration rates (see Table B2.7). The problem that often arises in such a situation
is that it can become difficult to establish the precise nature and scale of the effect of
any one individual variable. This poses quite substantial difficulties in selecting
variables to be included in the model and deciding which variables to exclude.

2.57

This has been especially problematic in identifying measures of multiple deprivation
to include in the model, as the variables listed in Table 2.3 above are all very highly
correlated with each other. The approach taken has been to select one variable under
each of the following deprivation headings, as follows:
•

Unemployment - the long-term unemployment rate.

•

Education - the proportion of the population with no qualifications.

•

Health - the incidence of long-term limiting illness.
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2.58

An income deprivation variable was not selected because the available indicators are
simply too highly correlated with the unemployment variables. They are effectively
substitutes for each other in any exercise seeking to explain registration rates. For
that reason, it is possible to use either an unemployment variable or an income
variable, but not both together.

2.59

As it transpired, each of the three deprivation variables listed above was insignificant
in the August 2002 model, either singly or when taken in combination. This is
consistent with the findings reported above for the simple pairwise correlations.
Nonetheless, the deprivation results are reported in Table B2.8 and further discussed
below in relation to the case studies. The reason for this was to ensure that the
model estimated for August 2002 could be compared with a similar model estimated
for registration rates under the new system, to identify if there had been any change
in the effect of deprivation. This is one way of examining whether the change to the
system of voter registration may have had a greater (or lesser) effect on areas of
deprivation.

2.60

The more significant influences on registration rates were broadly in line with the
pattern of correlations shown in Table 2.4 above, including:
•

Population age composition. The effect increases with age up to the age
group 45-59, and declines thereafter.

•

The specific local factors discussed in relation to the 20 Wards with the
lowest registration rates all have significant negative effects on local area
registration rates. These include the student factor and the presence of an
army base, as well as communal care establishments.

•

Tenure – the higher the proportion of persons in owner-occupied dwellings,
the higher the registration rate. This is likely to at least partly reflect an
affluence factor (which is the obverse of a deprivation effect), as this tenure
category tends to be negatively correlated with indicators of deprivation.

•

Detached dwellings – the proportion of such dwellings in a Ward had a
significant positive effect on the registration rate. This may be reflecting
primarily a rural and suburban effect.

2.61

A final point to note is that constituency effects were absent. That is, after
controlling for the demographic and socio-economic variables listed above, there
were no significant differences in registration rates between Wards depending on
their location by Parliamentary Constituency.

2.62

The final part of this Section illustrates the model results by undertaking a
components of difference analysis for each of the four case study Wards. The
objective is to identify how each of the model variables contributes to the observed
or actual difference between the August 2002 registration rate for each Ward and the
Northern Ireland average registration rate.
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Table 2.5 Components of the difference in registration rates between case
study Wards and the Northern Ireland average: August 2002
Whiterock

Island

Massereene

Tempo

107.6

83.5

103.1

104.4

11.0

-13.1

6.5

7.8

Predicted

2.8

-5.1

-0.9

8.5

•

Attainers (16-17 year olds)

2.8

-0.8

-0.8

1.1

•

Age composition

-1.8

0.4

-0.2

0.8

•

Median age

2.4

-0.4

0.0

0.0

•

Household size & type

-1.3

-1.8

-0.1

0.9

•

Place of birth & ethnic origin

1.1

-0.3

-1.0

0.9

•

Community background

0.9

-0.6

0.0

-0.2

•

Detached dwellings

-1.6

-1.6

0.1

1.8

•

Owner-occupied

-2.1

-1.8

0.8

0.6

•

Social class

-0.1

-0.2

-0.1

0.4

•

Deprivation

0.6

0.2

-0.1

-0.0

•

Special factors

1.6

3.1

0.9

1.2

•

Turnout (Council, 2001)

0.0

-0.1

-0.1

0.1

•

Constituency effect

0.4

-1.1

-0.3

0.9

8.2

-8.0

7.4

-0.7

Registration rate, August 2002 (%)
1

Difference from NI (pps)
Actual

Unexplained residual
1 Northern Ireland rate = 96.6.

2.63

To understand the results, consider the Tempo ward. In August 2002, the
registration rate in Tempo was 104.4 per cent. This was 7.8 percentage points above
the Northern Ireland average. Given the demographic and socio-economic
characteristics of the Tempo ward, such as the age distribution of the local
population and the proportion in owner-occupied housing, the predicted difference
between Tempo and Northern Ireland based on the statistical model discussed above
is +8.5 percentage points. This figure is shown in the row labelled ‘predicted’ in
Table 2.5.

2.64

This predicted difference is positive partly because Tempo has a favourable age
composition in terms of voter registration. Thus, when Tempo’s age composition is
compared to that for Northern Ireland, the statistical model estimates that this adds
+1.1 percentage point to the difference between Tempo’s registration rate and the NI
average (the demographic and socio-economic data used for these calculations are
reproduced in Table B2.9).
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2.65

The main reason for this is that people aged 45-59 have an above-average
representation in Tempo (24.9 per cent of people aged 18+, compared to 23.5 per
cent for Northern Ireland as a whole). This is the age group which, according to the
statistical model, has the highest propensity to register to vote, after controlling for
other factors.

2.66

Tempo also has an above-average concentration of households living in detached
dwellings (72.4 per cent compared to an NI average of 36.5 per cent). According to
the model, this difference between Tempo and Northern Ireland added 1.8
percentage points to its registration rate over and above the average effect of this
variable. Similarly, a higher than average proportion of households living in owneroccupied households added 0.6 percentage points to Tempo’s registration rate
compared to the Northern Ireland average.

2.67

The ‘special factors’ row summarises the adjustments to the predicted value arising
from the fact that Tempo (and the other wards) tend not to contain such specific
influences as a large student population or an army base, though both Whiterock and
Massereene contain an above-average proportion of their resident populations living
in medical and care establishments.

2.68

Adding all of these effects together, the model predicts a +8.5 percentage point
difference between Tempo’s August 2002 registration rate and the Northern Ireland
average. In other words, the model predicts an August 2002 registration rate for
Tempo of 96.6 (the NI average) plus 8.5, that is, 105 per cent. This is not
significantly different from the actual Tempo rate of 104 per cent. The percentage
points difference between the actual Tempo rate and the predicted rate is given by
the unexplained residual row.

2.69

Regarding the community background variable, this is best illustrated by comparing
Whiterock and Island, since Tempo has a very balanced religious mix. According to
the model, the difference in the August 2002 registration rate between Whiterock and
Northern Ireland is increased by one percentage point as a result of the fact that the
Ward is almost exclusively Catholic.

2.70

By the same token, for the Island Ward, the model predicts that the difference
between its registration rate and Northern Ireland’s was reduced by 0.6 percentage
points as a consequence of the fact that Island is 90 per cent Protestant. The reason
for this is that the statistical model calculates that, after controlling for other
demographic and socio-economic variables, the larger the Protestant share of a
Census Ward, the lower was the August 2002 registration rate. Though, the effect is
not large6, and is only significant at the 10 per cent level.

6

The calculated effect is -0.023 percentage points per one percentage point increase in the Protestant share.
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2.71

Turning to the differences across the case study wards, the first point of note is the
very large contrasts in the raw or unadjusted August 2002 registration rates. The
highest registration rate amongst the four cases was in Whiterock. At 108 per cent,
this was 11 percentage points above the Northern Ireland average and exceeded the
rates found in the more affluent Massereene ward and the rural Tempo ward7.
Indeed, though they are both inner-city Belfast wards, with high levels of
employment and income deprivation, the Whiterock registration rate in August 2002
was almost 25 percentage points above the Island rate.

2.72

It is possible to ‘explain’ about one-third of this difference with reference to the
factors included in the statistical model. The community background factor has
already been alluded to. Regarding the influence of demographic factors, while
Whiterock has an adverse population age composition from the perspective of voter
registration (an overall effect of -1.8 pps), its predicted registration rate is boosted by
a high proportion of attainers (people aged 16 to 17 at the time of the 2001 Census8),
giving rise to an above-average in-flow to the eligible population in the period since
the March 2001 Census.

2.73

The effects of a number of other variables on Whiterock and Island are broadly
comparable. Most noticeably, their low proportions of detached and owner-occupied
dwellings serve to reduce predicted registration rates, with a combined effect of
minus 3-3.5 percentage points in each of the two wards. As was noted in the earlier
discussion, geographical differences in these two factors at least partly reflect
relative affluence. This is particularly the case with regard to owner-occupied
dwellings, the share of which tends to be negatively correlated with a number of
deprivation indicators such as unemployment and receipt of benefits. To that extent,
the negative effects of this factor on Whiterock and Island may be capturing a
deprivation effect, albeit indirectly. The change in this factor will be a point of
interest in the analysis of the May 2003 Register in particular.

2.74

The results for Massereene are interesting in that the model predicts that the Ward’s
August 2002 registration rate should have been at or very close to the Northern
Ireland average. There is no one component of difference that is above one
percentage point, even though this is a relatively more affluent area compared to the
other case study areas. Indeed, what the model is saying is that it cannot distinguish
between Massereene and the Northern Ireland average. This is despite the fact that
the Ward had an actual registration rate that was almost 7 percentage points above
the NI average, and very close to the Tempo rate. One reason for this is likely to be
a missing variable. In Massereene’s case this may be the absence of an indicator for
the more rapid growth that appears to have taken place in the Ward in recent times.

7

It should be recalled from the discussion of Parliamentary Constituencies above that areas outside Belfast
tend to have higher registration rates due in part to the tendency for students to register at their home addresses.

8

A number of variables were tested to seek to capture the attainer effect, including a variable derived by
surviving the March 2001 population in the attainer age range through to the relevant canvass period. In
practice, however, the approach that worked best was to use the simple measure based on the population aged
16-17 at the time of the 2001 Census, relative to the population aged 18 and over.
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There are also relatively large unexplained residuals in the case of Whiterock and
Island. Even though the model correctly predicts that Whiterock should have an
above-average registration rate, it under-predicts the actual Whiterock rate by 8
percentage points. Similarly, while the model points to a below-average rate in the
Island ward, it still over-predicts the Island rate, again by eight percentage points.
These are clearly differences that cannot be explained by Ward-level data alone,
either from the Census or administrative sources.

Concluding Remarks
2.76

This Section has analysed the August 2002 Electoral Register at three different
levels, that is:
•

Northern Ireland as a whole.

•

Parliamentary Constituency.

•

Census Ward.

2.77

The analysis at NI level indicates that, under the old process for voter registration,
the number of entries on the Register is likely to have been an over-estimate of the
actual number of persons registered to vote. Conversely, the most recent estimate for
the resident population is likely to have been a reasonably good predictor of the
number of persons entitled to vote in Northern Ireland. This means that the 3.4 per
cent non-registration rate indicated by the August 2002 Register is most probably an
under-estimate of the extent of non-registration in Northern Ireland at that time.
Unfortunately, the sources of Register ‘inflation’ are not quantifiable.

2.78

The analysis by Parliamentary Constituency showed wide variations, even at such a
relatively large spatial scale. The raw registration rates varied from 77 per cent in
Belfast South to 103 per cent in Fermanagh and South Tyrone and Mid Ulster.
Taken at face value, the former suggests a non-registration rate of 23 per cent while
the latter indicates more people registered in the constituency than actually reside
there.

2.79

But the Belfast South rate of ‘non-registration’ is undoubtedly affected by factors
such as the tendency for students living away from the family home to be registered
at their place of origin. That is, there is a dislocation between the geographical
distribution of the population and the geography of the Register which limits the use
of raw registration rates to impute the geographical pattern of non-registration.

2.80

All of these factors are even more pronounced at Ward level, where raw registration
rates range from 41 per cent to 126 per cent, with a pronounced clustering in the
range 94 per cent to 104 per cent.

2.81

These variations in Ward-level registration rates were analysed using three different
methods:
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•

Simple pairwise correlations between August 2002 registration rates and
various indicators for deprivation as well as demographic and socioeconomic variables.

•

A more sophisticated analysis that seeks to identify the most significant
influences on registration rates, holding all other factors constant.

•

A case-study approach based on more detailed analysis of a cross-section of
Census Wards.

2.82

Specific factors can be adduced at the lower end of the registration rate spectrum.
Wards with high concentrations of the student population tend to have very low rates
of registration, for the reason stated above. Similarly, the presence of an army base
or a communal establishment also tends to depress registration rates.

2.83

Overall, however, no single factor emerged from the analyses as having the most
significant influence on the geographic pattern of registration rates at Census Ward
level. One consistent finding that did emerge from each of the analyses undertaken,
however, was that indicators of relative deprivation did not have a significant effect
on the geography of the August 2002 registration rates.

2.84

Community background was found to have a small, albeit significant effect, such
that the larger the Protestant share of a Census Ward, the lower was the August 2002
registration rate.

2.85

Nonetheless, the more important explanatory variables included demographic
influences, such as population age composition, and the proportion of households
living in owner-occupied and detached dwellings.
The latter variables were
positively associated with registration rates calculated at Census Ward level.
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III The December 2002 Register
Introduction
3.1

This Section of the report analyses the December 2002 Electoral Register. It
commences with an overview on the changes that have occurred in the process by
which the Register is compiled. This leads to the conclusion that the requirements of
the new system may well have resulted in a Register that more accurately reflects the
number of persons eligible to vote by dint of being qualified and having completed
and returned the appropriate form. To that extent, it should, in principle, provide a
better estimate of the extent of non-registration amongst the Northern Ireland
population as a whole.

3.2

The Section then turns to look at spatial variations, at both Parliamentary
Constituency and Census Ward levels, in the pattern of registration rates produced by
the new system and also changes in the numbers on the December 2002 Register
compared to the August 2002 Register. These analyses indicate that the
implementation of the new system has produced a geographical pattern in
registration rates in the December 2002 Census that is highly correlated with its
predecessor. Thus, the December 2002 Register largely preserves the dislocation
between the distribution of the population and the geography of the Register that was
observed and described in Section 2 above.

3.3

Nonetheless, the pattern of change has not been entirely even. As in the previous
Section, the variations across Census Wards are examined with reference to a range
of socio-economic and demographic factors.

The New System
3.4

Considered from the perspective of calculating true non-registration rates, the new
system introduced on foot of the Electoral Fraud Act (2002) is fundamentally
different from its predecessor in at least three important respects:
•

Registration is on an individual rather than a household basis.

•

Persons registering under the Act must provide more detailed information for
identification purposes. The requirements include a personal signature and
also the individual’s National Insurance Number.

•

The carry-forward system described in Section 2 above no longer applies.
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3.5

These changes are likely, albeit to an unknown degree, to have reduced the extent of
‘inflation’ to which Registers published under the old system had been prone. In
particular, the third factor listed above is very likely to have had a discernible impact
on the number of entries recorded under the new system. Previously, up to one in
ten households did not return their forms at the time of the annual canvass in
October-November. These households would be given a year’s grace through the
carry-forward system. But, as noted in Section 2 above, this is likely to have inflated
the number of entries on the old Registers over and above the number of persons
actually entitled to vote because they were both qualified and registered.

3.6

In principle, the more stringent identification requirements may have induced a
reduction in the number of irregular entries, though since the extent of registration
fraud on the old system was not quantified it is impossible to know what effect this
would have had on the new Register compared to its predecessor.

3.7

Nonetheless, given the above, it ought to be the case that the new system should
produce a more accurate count of the number of persons who are entitled to vote,
that is, they are qualified and have gone through the registration process. The impact
of the changes in that regard can be summarised as follows:

The Electoral
Register in the old
system
Fraudelent entries
Carried forward & no
longer eligible e.g.
moved away
Multiple entries

The Electoral
Register in the new
system
Reduced?
Reduced?

Persons
eligible to vote

3.8

Fraudelent entries
Multiple entries

Persons
eligible to vote

Though the precise impact of the changes on the Electoral Register cannot be
quantified from the evidence to hand, they should have the effect of facilitating a
better estimate of the actual or true rate of non-registration, at least at the NI level.
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The NI Level
3.9

As noted in the introduction to this report, the number on the December 2002
Register was ten per cent lower than its predecessor, the August 2002 Register. If
the changes described above did in fact result in a more accurate Register, this would
suggest an overall NI rate of non-registration in the order of 13-14 per cent,
depending on the assumption that is made regarding the increase in the population
aged 18 and over (Figure 3.1)9.

Figure 3.1 Electoral Register as per cent of Population 18+
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Sources: EONI; NISRA

3.10

It is, however, a moot point as to whether the switch to the new system per se also
had the effect of reducing the ‘true’ registration rate underlying the August 2002
Register. Some individuals may have found the requirements of the new system
more off-putting. For example, it has been suggested that the request for a National
Insurance number may have acted as a disincentive to some individuals for various
reasons. Though, there is no direct quantitative evidence to hand on the effect that
this may have had.

9

The registration rate for December 2002 in Figure 3.1 is calculated on the basis of a 0.7 per cent increase in
the population aged 18 and over in the period since the 2001 Census of Population. This is in line with the
recent trend in population growth rates (see Section 2 above).
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It is also possible that there may have been some reduction in the Register due to
some individuals being unaware of the changes or not fully understanding what was
required. This type of bedding-in effect from the changeover should, in principle, be
resolved over some period of time by the system of Rolling Registration instituted on
foot of the new Act. It is not possible for a report of this nature to directly examine
people’s reaction to the new process. Clearly, however, it will be interesting to
consider the effect of rolling registration on the size of the Register. This is
considered in Section 4 below.

Parliamentary Constituencies
3.12

There was considerable variation in the pattern of changes by Parliamentary
Constituency, ranging from an 18 per cent reduction in Belfast West to six per cent
in Mid Ulster (Figure 3.2. See also Table B2.5). The overall pattern shows a clear
divide between the Belfast constituencies and the rest. Each of the Belfast
constituencies registered an above-average percentage reduction in the Electoral
Register under the new system.

Figure 3.2 Difference between August 2002 Register and
December 2002 Register: Per cent
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3.13

This may be due, at least in part, to the pattern of population change described in
Section 2 above at District Council level. It will be recalled that the Belfast area has
been losing population, so the population base for the December 2002 Register
would have been less than that for the August 2002 Register, which was compiled
from the 2001 canvass. But the rate of population decline in Belfast has been less
than 0.5 per cent per annum, and this factor will not therefore account for all of the
difference between Belfast and the rest. Another possible factor is that the
implementation of the new system may have been more difficult in Belfast, where
there is higher residential mobility and turnover of households in dwelling units,
partly due to the above-average share of people living in the rented sector. There is,
however, no direct evidence on this factor.
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Whatever the reason or mix of reasons, the larger percentage changes in the Register
in the Belfast area have had the effect of reducing the raw or unadjusted registration
rates in the four Belfast constituencies to a greater degree than in other areas. In
Belfast South, for example, the December 2002 Register as a percentage of the
population aged 18+ fell from 77 per cent in the August 2002 Register to 65 per cent
for December 2002, a drop of -12 percentage points compared to the NI average of
minus 10 percentage points (Figure 3.3. See also Table B2.4).

Figure 3.3 Electoral Register as per cent of Population aged 18+
December 2002 compared to August 2002
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3.15

But even within Belfast there were sharp differences, as the largest fall was in
Belfast West which experienced a reduction of 18 percentage points, falling from a
99 per cent raw registration rate in August 2002 to 81 per cent in December 2002.
This clearly demonstrates that population shifts are only one part of the story behind
the geographical differences in the change in the Register.

3.16

Regardless of the variations in percentage differences in the change in the Register, it
is also very striking that the overall geographical ranking of raw registration rates
was largely preserved under the new system. Belfast South remained the
constituency with the lowest registration rate, 22 percentage points below the overall
NI average of 87 per cent10. Similarly, Fermanagh and South Tyrone (96 per cent)
and Mid Ulster (97 per cent) continue to record the highest registration rates. This in
turn would suggest that many of the factors underlying geographical variations in
raw registration rates in the August 2002 Register continued to operate on the
December 2002 Register. This is best examined by looking at the registration rates
by Census Ward.

10

This is the NI average measured relative to the population aged 18+ at the 2001 Census of Population, which
provides the most up-do-date information for Parliamentary Constituencies and Census Wards. It differs
slightly from the 86 per cent NI average shown in Figure 3.1 above. This is because the latter is based on an
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Census Wards
3.17

Similar to the situation for the August 2002 Register, there were large disparities in
registration rates at ward level in the December 2002 Register (Figure 3.4). The
lowest rate of registration was in the Botanic ward (23 per cent) with the highest
being in the Forkhill ward in Newry and Armagh (117 per cent) (see also Table D.1).
These are the same Wards for which the lowest and highest rates were recorded on
the August 2002 Register. Indeed, the broad pattern of rates shown in Figure 3.4 is
quite similar to the August 2002 rates (see Figure 2.7 above), the main difference
being that there are far fewer wards with rates in excess of 100 on the December
2002 Register).

Figure 3.4 December 2002 Electoral Register compared to Population 18+
Census Wards
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3.18

Certainly, there was little change in the pattern of registration rates at the lower end
of the spectrum. This can be seen by considering the 20 wards with the lowest
registration rates. With just three exceptions, these are the same Wards as those that
comprised the lower end of the range in the August 2002 Register. By December
2002, the Shaftesbury Ward had entered the bottom 20, though this was not a major
change as the Ward had any event been on the fringe of the bottom 20 Wards, with a
ranking of twenty-third in August 2002. Another new entrant was the Island Ward,
which is one of the case studies on which particular attention is focussed. It is
discussed in detail later in this Section. The Wards moving out of the bottom 20
were Roeside, Strule and Magilligan.

estimate of the 2002 mid-year population and incorporates a 0.6 per cent population increase compared to
2001.
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Overall, therefore, there was remarkably little change in the bottom end of the range.
This suggests that those factors associated with lower registration rates in the August
2002 register were again manifest under the new system, that is, students registering
at their family home addresses, army bases, communal establishments and so on.

Table 3.1 December 2002 Register as per cent of Population: The 20 Census
Wards with the lowest raw registration rates
Parliamentary
Constituency

District

Ward

Rate
%

Belfast South

Belfast

Botanic

23

Belfast South

Belfast

Windsor

35

South Antrim

Antrim

Aldergrove

43

Belfast South

Belfast

Stranmillis

47

North Down

North Down

Loughview

49

West Tyrone

Omagh

Lisanelly

55

Lagan Valley

Lisburn

Wallace Park

58

Belfast South

Belfast

Ballynafeigh

58

Foyle

Derry

Strand

59

Foyle

Derry

Ebrington

60

East Londonderry

Limavady

Gresteel

62

East Londonderry

Coleraine

Strand

63

South Antrim

Antrim

Springfarm

65

East Antrim

Newtownabbey

Rostulla

66

South Down

Down

Killough

66

Belfast South

Belfast

Shaftesbury

67

Belfast South

Belfast

Blackstaff

69

East Londonderry

Coleraine

Portstewart

69

Belfast East

Belfast

Island

69

East Londonderry

Coleraine

University

69
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Table 3.2 December 2002 Register as per cent of Population: The 20 Census
Wards with the highest raw registration rates
Parliamentary
Constituency

District

Ward

Rate
%

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone

Fermanagh

Donagh

103

Mid Ulster

Magherafelt

Draperstown

103

North Antrim

Ballymena

Ardeevin

103

Dungannon

Caledon

103

Fermanagh

Tempo

103

West Tyrone

Omagh

Trillick

104

West Tyrone

Omagh

Clanabogan

104

West Tyrone

Omagh

Drumnakilly

104

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone

Fermanagh

Brookeborough

104

West Tyrone

Omagh

Newtownsaville

104

West Tyrone

Omagh

Coolnagard

105

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone

Dungannon

Augher

105

Mid Ulster

Cookstown

Lissan

106

Newry & Armagh

Armagh

Killeen

106

Mid Ulster

Magherafelt

Swatragh

108

Mid Ulster

Dungannon

Altmore

108

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Creggan

109

West Tyrone

Omagh

Termon

110

Mid Ulster

Dungannon

Washing Bay

113

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Forkhill

117

Fermanagh & South
Tyrone
Fermanagh & South
Tyrone
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3.20

The situation was not as stable at the upper end of the spectrum, though some
patterns did persist. Thus, as shown in Table 3.2, the largest registration rates
continued to be found in the more rural District Council areas. In the December
2002 Register, there were eight new entrants to the 20 Wards with the highest rates
(Draperstown, Ardeevin, Tempo, Trillick, Clanabogan, Brookeborough,
Newtownsaville and Lissan). Those dropping out included Donaghmore, Fathom,
Castlecaulfield, East, Rostrevor, Killycolpy, Enagh and Silver Bridge.

3.21

Interestingly, a number of the new Wards in the top 20 (notably Tempo and
Brookeborough), as well as Caledon from the August 2002 Register, are finelybalanced between the two communities. In these areas, every vote counts at election
time and this may have provided an additional impetus to the registration process. In
other Wards, population growth may have been a factor, for example, Coolnagard.

Figure 3.5 The December 2002 Register compared to August 2002
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3.22

The broad pattern of change in the number of persons on the Register over the period
from August to December 2002 is shown in Figure 3.5. In general, the actual
number of persons on the Register by Census Ward in December 2002 was highly
positively correlated with the number of the August 2002 Register. Notwithstanding
the switch to individual registration, this was to be expected given that the Register
as at September 2002, that formed the basis for the October-November canvass from
which the December Register was derived. The pattern shown in Figure 3.5 does,
however, indicate a tendency for the larger wards, which are mostly located in urban
areas, to exhibit a steeper decline from August to December.

3.23

It is useful therefore to examine the 20 Wards that recorded the largest percentage
decline in the actual number of person on the Electoral Register in the period from
August to December 2002. These Wards are listed in Table 3.3. As can be seen, the
Wards showing the largest decline in the Register were indeed located in and around
the Belfast area.
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Table 3.3 December 2002 Register as per cent of August 2002 Register: The
20 Census Wards with the largest percentage decline
Parliamentary
Constituency

District

Ward

Belfast South

Belfast

Botanic

-45

Belfast West

Belfast

Falls

-24

Belfast West

Lisburn

Twinbrook

-24

Belfast West

Belfast

Whiterock

-24

Belfast West

Lisburn

Poleglass

-23

Belfast West

Lisburn

Collin Glen

-22

Belfast West

Belfast

Glencolin

-22

South Antrim

Antrim

Springfarm

-21

Belfast North

Belfast

Water Works

-21

Belfast North

Newtownabbey

Coole

-21

Belfast West

Lisburn

Kilwee

-20

Belfast North

Belfast

Ardoyne

-20

Belfast North

Newtownabbey

Dunanney

-20

South Antrim

Antrim

Fountain Hill

-20

Belfast North

Belfast

Bellevue

-20

Belfast South

Belfast

Woodstock

-20

North Down

North Down

Harbour

-20

Belfast South

Belfast

Windsor

-20

Belfast West

Belfast

Clonard

-19

Belfast South

Belfast

Shaftesbury

-19

3.24

% change

The largest percentage decline was in Botanic. This supports the conclusion drawn
above that the tendency for students and other individuals to register at their home
address persisted under the new system. It also hints at the greater difficulties that
may have existed in implementing the new system in urban areas where population
mobility and dwelling turnover tend to be greater than in rural areas.
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3.25

Considering the remaining Wards with the largest decline, many of these would also
be considered to be amongst Northern Ireland’s most deprived areas, for example,
Whiterock, Twinbrook, Ardoyne and Falls. Indeed, for the group of 20 Wards
shown in Table 3.3, the average percentage of the 18+ population in receipt of
Income Support or JSA was 33.5 per cent, almost double the Northern Ireland
average of 17 per cent. Similar contrasts can be drawn in terms of other deprivation
indicators such as the unemployment rate (an average of 15 per cent, compared to the
NI average of 6.9 per cent).

3.26

A further interesting feature of these 20 Wards is that, taken collectively, they have a
substantial Catholic majority (an average Catholic share of 63 per cent) and many are
in Nationalist areas. In these 20 Wards, the average Nationalist share of the vote in
the 2001 local elections was 55 per cent, though this is measured at DEA rather than
Ward level.

3.27

Overall, when considering the shifts into and out of the set of Wards with the highest
registration rates, and also those Wards where the decline in registration levels have
been highest, it is clear that there have been some changes in the geography of
registration rates, albeit the December 2002 pattern remained highly correlated with
the August 2002 distribution both in levels and registration rates. The simple
correlation between the level or size of the August and December Registers was
0.99. The correlation between the registration rates was less than this, at 0.91.

3.28

An interesting question is whether these changes reflect a new set of factors at work
or whether there have simply been changes in the mix of factors that shaped the
August 2002 geography of registration rates. This Section considers this issue by
examining pairwise correlations between the change in the registration rates and
selected indicators of deprivation and also demographic and socio-economic
characteristics. The estimation of a multivariate statistical model is deferred to
Section 4 below. At least some of the variation in the December Register will have
reflected any difficulties there may have been in implementation. But the system of
Rolling Registration means that, by May 2003, the system will have been better
‘bedded in’.

3.29

In the following analysis, two separate sets of correlations are reported:
•

Similar to Section 2 above, the correlation between socio-economic and
demographic factors and the registration rate at December 2002, which is
compared to its counterpart as of August 2002.

•

The correlation between socio-economic and demographic factors and the
percentage change from August 2002 to December 2002 in the number of
persons on the Register.
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Turning first to the correlation between deprivation indicators and registration rates,
the main point to note is that, whereas for the August 2002 Register there was no
correlation at Census Ward level, by December 2002 a number of the deprivation
indicators were showing an increase in the size of their correlation with registration
rates (Table 3.4). This was particularly marked in the labour market indicators and
also receipt of benefit. These correlations between deprivation and registration rates
were not especially strong, with all remaining below 0.3. The correlations with the
percentage change in the size of the Register were somewhat larerg, reaching 0.45 in
the case of the unemployment rate.

Table 3.4 Correlations between deprivation indicators and the August 2002
and December 2002 registration rates
Variable

August
20021

December
20021

Change1

Labour market
Unemployment rate

-0.07

-0.26

-0.45

Long-term unemployed (% of population aged 16-74)

-0.07

-0.24

-0.41

Unemployed or unable to work because sick/disabled (%)

-0.05

-0.23

-0.41

Income Support/JSA (% of population aged 16-74)

0.01

-0.18

-0.40

Incapacity benefit (% of population aged 16-74)

0.09

-0.07

-0.30

Disability benefit (% of population aged 16-74)

0.09

-0.08

-0.32

0.17

0.09

-0.07

-0.02

-0.17

-0.31

Receipt of benefits

Qualifications
None (% of population aged 16-74)
Health status
Long-term limiting illness (% of population aged 16-74)

1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).

3.31

The change in the pattern of correlation between registration and deprivation may,
however, have simply been reflecting changes in the relationship between
registration and other socio-economic and demographic factors. As can be seen from
Table 3.5, the correlations with these variables also showed some change. Most
notably, the relationship between registration rates and owner-occupation and social
housing was stronger in the December 2002 Register as compared with its
predecessor, as was the relationship with the proportion of households living in
detached dwellings. These variables are correlated with deprivation, but also with
other factors. For example, social sector housing is predominantly urban and the
incidence of detached dwellings is higher in more rural areas. Thus, the pattern of
change in the correlations may be an artefact of urban-rural differences in the
implementation of the new system of registration rather than being specifically
related to deprivation. This issue is examined in more detail in Section 4 below
when the results of a multivariate analysis are presented.
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Table 3.5 Correlations between selected demographic and socio-economic
indicators and voter registration rates: August 2002 to December 2002
Variable

August
20021

December
20021

Change1

Students
Full-time aged 18+

-0.45

-0.42

-0.27

Aged 18-24

-0.43

-0.45

- 0.35

Aged 25-29

-0.23

-0.22

-0.14

Aged 30-44

0.23

0.19

0.06

Aged 45-59

0.46

0.46

0.28

Aged 60-74

0.04

0.05

0.08

Aged 75-84

-0.11

-0.05

-0.10

Aged 85+

-0.18

-0.11

0.06

0.40

0.54

0.53

Social rented

-0.21

-0.40

-0.51

Private rented

-0.45

-0.39

-0.21

Other rented

-0.37

-0.18

0.22

-0.18

-0.09

0.12

0.21

0.12

-0.09

-0.55

-0.55

-0.31

Detached house

0.45

0.64

0.63

Average number of persons aged 18 or over per
household
Lone-parent w/dependent children

0.44

0.56

0.46

-0.10

-0.35

-0.59

Residual other household type

-0.32

-0.27

-0.16

Age composition

Housing Tenure
Owner-occupation

Community background
Protestant
Catholic
Other/none
Other

1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).

3.32

Population age composition was found to be a significant factor in registration rates
in the multivariate analysis of Section 2 above. For the most part, the correlations
with registration rates were broadly stable across the different age categories. There
was, however, a significant negative correlation between the proportion of the
population aged 18-24 and the percentage change in the registration rates. This may
reflect a lower propensity on the part of young people to register individually, or it
may simply be a function of their greater mobility, particular in areas such as
Botanic.
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3.33

The final point of note from Table 3.5 is the pattern of correlations by community
background. Similar to the situation in August 2002, the Protestant and Catholic
shares are only weakly correlated with registration, though by December 2002 the
correlation with the Protestant share is not significant. Further, the percentage
change in the Register was not correlated with the Catholic share, and only weakly
related to the Protestant share. The change in the number on the Register was
negatively correlated with the proportion saying they were not from a Catholic or
Protestant community background or who had no religion, but the correlation with
the registration rate remained unchanged. Partly, this is because such persons
comprise just three per cent of the total population. From such a small base, changes
at the margin (that is, the percentage change in the number on the Register) did not
noticeably feed through to the overall average (that is, the registration rate as a
proportion of the population aged 18+).

3.34

The foregoing analysis points up some interesting patterns in the change in the
Register from August 2002 to December 2002. These are well reflected in the case
study Wards. Thus, the two urban Wards, Whiterock and Island, both experienced
very large percentage declines in the Register, 24 per cent and 17 per cent
respectively (Table 3.6). As a consequence, the Whiterock registration rate fell
below the Northern Ireland average

Table 3.6 Changes in the Electoral Register, August to December 2002: The
case studies
Variable

Whiterock

Island

Massereene

Tempo

N.
Ireland

3,450

3,297

2,564

1,718

2,4751

August 2002

3,713

2,754

2,643

1,793

2,329

December 2002

2,834

2,282

2,522

1,776

2,067

-23.7

-17.1

-4.6

-1.0

-10.1

107.6

83.5

103.1

104.4

96.6

82.1

69.2

98.4

103.4

86.9

Population aged 18+
Electoral Register (number)

Percentage change in register
August 2002 to December 2002
Registration rates
August 2002
December 2002

1. Average population aged 18+ per Census Ward in Northern Ireland

3.35

The smallest decline was in the more rural Tempo ward, a fall of just one per cent.
The size of the disparity between the change in Tempo and the urban Wards should
warn against attributing all of the declines in Whiterock and Island to deprivation.
This is assessed in Section 4 below.
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Massereene occupied an intermediate position between these two extremes, though
its decline of five per cent was half the Northern Ireland average. This may reflect
the fact that it is a growing suburban area. Its household base would therefore be
less stable than in Tempo, but it does have a very high incidence of owneroccupation (83 per cent) which is positively correlated with registration.

Concluding Remarks
3.37

This Section has examined the first Electoral Register produced under the new
system of individual, rather than household, registration. Compared to the Census
2001 data, at the Northern Ireland level the Electoral Register as a proportion of the
population aged 18+ fell from 96 per cent under the old system to 87 per cent under
the new system as of December 2002.

3.38

Comparing the two processes, the conclusion is drawn that the new Register is likely
to provide a better estimate of the extent of non-registration. At December 2001, this
stood at 13-14 per cent, depending on the assumptions drawn regarding population
change since the 2001 Census.

3.39

The main reason for this is that the new system is less likely to suffer from ‘list
inflation’ due to the abolition of the carry-forward system. Not all of the change will
have been due to this factor and it is likely that some of those who were registered on
the old system did not register under the new system. It is, however, impossible to
say what part of the difference between the August 2002 and December 2002
Registers is due to a reduction in list inflation, and what part is due to an actual
decline in the number of persons on the Register.

3.40

The pattern of change in the Register varied both at Parliamentary Constituency and
Census Ward level. At Parliamentary Constituency level, the largest percentage
declines occurred in the four Belfast Constituencies. Nonetheless, the ranking of
Parliamentary Constituencies according to registration rates remained largely
unchanged, with the more rural Constituencies continuing to record the highest
registration rates. Similarly, at Census Ward level, the broad pattern in registration
rates as of December 2002 was highly correlated with the August 2002 pattern. This
leads to the conclusion that factors such as the tendency for students living away
from the family home to be registered in their place of origin continue to produce a
dislocation between the distribution of the population and the geography of the
Electoral Register. For example, there was very little change in the composition of
the 20 Wards with the lowest registration rates.

3.41

Nonetheless, the change in the Register was not uniformly distributed across the 582
Census Wards. The main point of interest to emerge from the analysis of changes in
the number of persons on the Register was that this was correlated with the
geography of deprivation. That is, the greater the incidence of deprivation, the larger
was the percentage decline in the Register. This may, however, be reflecting
influences from other factors, such as an urban-rural contrast in the effect of the
switch to individual registration. The next Section considers these issues in greater
detail, as some further ‘bedding-in’ will have occurred due to Rolling Registration.
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IV The May 2003 Register
Introduction
4.1

This Section analyses the May 2003 Register, commencing with the change in the
size of the Register compared to the situation at December 2002. This change will
have reflected the system of Rolling Registration, whereby anyone not on the
Register may apply to have their name added or a change recorded, such as a new
address or a change of name.

4.2

This enables a calculation of the effect of Rolling Registration on the Northern
Ireland registration rate as a percentage of the population aged 18+, giving an
estimate of the overall non-registration rate as of May 2003.

4.3

The Section then considers the net change in the Electoral Register at Parliamentary
Constituency and Census Ward level. Clearly, changes in the Register at
Constituency and especially local level would not be expected to match the overall
Northern Ireland average, as there will be geographical variations due to household
mobility and also entries to the Register due to people attaining the age of 18 as well
as exits due to migration and death.

4.4

The system of Rolling Registration obviously provided an opportunity for the new
registration process to ‘bed in’ and hence it is of interest to re-examine the
relationships between socio-economic and demographic factors and voter
registration rates. Two issues are of particular interest:
•

The relationship with deprivation.

•

Community background.

Rolling Registration
4.5

The changes in the Register at Northern Ireland level due to Rolling Registration are
summarised in Table 4.1 overleaf (see also Table B2.9 in Annex B). Considering the
period to April 2003, the total number of additions amounted to 30,512. A large
proportion of these (43 per cent) came in the first month of Rolling Registration,
perhaps as people realised that they had missed the deadline for the December 2002
Register. A further 29 per cent of the additions came in April 2003, perhaps in
anticipation of the May Assembly Elections, since postponed.

4.6

The monthly total of deletions was less erratic, though there was somewhat of a
surge in April 2003, which accounted for 35 per cent of the total of 7,961 deletions.
Overall, there was a positive net change in the Register to April 2003 of 22,551
persons. A further net change of 3,829 occurred in the subsequent month, giving a
total net change from December 2002 to May 2003 of +26,380.
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Table 4.1 Rolling Registration: January 2003 to May 2003
Variable

Additions

Deletions

No

No

Registration Rate1

Net change

January 2003

13,139

1,617

11,522

% of Dec.
2002
1.1

February 2003

3,238

1,586

1,652

0.2

88.0

March 2003

5,235

1,981

3,254

0.3

88.2

April 2003

8,900

2,777

6,123

0.6

88.7

30,512

7,961

22,551

2.1

May 2003

n.a.

n.a.

3,829

0.4

December 2002 to May 2003

n.a.

n.a.

26,380

2.5

Totals

No.

%
87.9

89.1

1 Per cent of population aged 18+ from March 2001 Census of Population (NISRA).
Source: EONI

4.7

As a consequence of the Rolling Registration process, the number of people on the
Electoral Register increased by 2.5 per cent between December 2002 and May 2003.
This resulted in a 2.1 percentage points rise in the Register as a proportion of the
population aged 18+, suggesting that the non-registration rate measured on that basis
fell from 13 per cent to 11 per cent.

4.8

At Parliamentary Constituency level, the net change in the number of persons on the
Register ranged from +1.3 per cent in North Antrim to +5.8 per cent in Belfast West
(Figure 4.1). There was therefore a degree of ‘bounce-back’ in the Belfast West
constituency, where the largest percentage fall (-18 per cent) had occurred in the
period from August 2002 to December 2002, when the new registration system was
introduced.

4.9

This did not, however, occur in the other Belfast Constituencies to any noticeable
degree. Belfast North and Belfast South showed net changes that were not much
above the Northern Ireland average while Belfast East was slightly below the
average.

4.10

The second largest increase (+3.8 per cent) was in Foyle. Taken in conjunction with
the Belfast West net change, this may suggest that there was somewhat of an urban
effect in the change in the number on the Register. This may have been the case to a
certain extent, perhaps representing a degree of ‘catch-up’ by areas that had seen the
largest fall in the period August to December 2002. This is best examined by
looking at the pattern of net changes by Census Ward.
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Figure 4.1 Net change in the Electoral Register
Per cent change on December 2002 Register
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4.11

Considering the pattern by Census Ward, it would appear that there was some degree
of ‘catch-up’, with the largest percentage net change from December 2002 to May
2003 tending to occur in the Wards that had seen the largest percentage declines
from August to December 2002 (Figure 4.2). The relationship is not, however,
especially strong. Other factors besides catch-up were clearly at work.

Figure 4.2 Net change from December 2002 to May 2003 compared with
the percentage change in the Register August-December 2002
Net change Dec. 02 to May 03
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0
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Per cent change August-December 2002
Source: EONI.
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On further examination, it can be seen that, for the vast majority of Census Wards,
the net change due to Rolling Registration was concentrated in a fairly narrow band,
between zero and five per cent (Figure 4.3). A small number of Wards did better
than this, registering net changes of over six per cent, rising to double digits in the
case of a handful of Wards.

Figure 4.3 Census Wards ranked by net change in the Electoral Register
December 2002 to May 2003 as % of December 2002
15

Per cent

10

5

0

-5
1

51

101

151

201

251

301

351

401

451

501

551

Rank
Source: EONI.

4.13

The 20 Wards that ranked highest in terms of net change from December 2002 to
May 2003 are shown in Table 4.2. Interestingly, these Wards bear some
resemblance to the 20 Census Wards experiencing the largest percentage declines
from August 2002 to December 2002. The overlap comprises Whiterock, Falls,
Glencolin, Clonard, Ardoyne and Collin Glen (see Table 3.3 above).

4.14

Apart from the overlap, there are further similarities in terms of deprivation levels.
In the 20 Wards shown in Table 4.2, the average proportion of the population aged
18+ in receipt of Income Support or JSA was 32 per cent, compared to a Northern
Ireland average of 17 per cent. The average unemployment rate in these Wards was
16 per cent, well above the Northern Ireland average of 6.9 per cent.

4.15

Nonetheless, what is perhaps most striking about these 20 Wards is that they are
overwhelmingly Catholic and nationalist. The average Catholic share of the
population in these Wards is 92 per cent, while the average nationalist share of the
vote in the DEAs in which they are located was 84 per cent at the 2001 Council
elections. This would suggest that the net change figures in these 20 Wards are
reflecting some extra effort to register the local population rather than any specific
effect from deprivation.
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Table 4.2 Rolling Registration: The 20 Census Wards with the largest
percentage net change, December 2002 to May 2003
Parliamentary
Constituency

District

Ward

Belfast West

Belfast

Whiterock

14.1

Belfast West

Belfast

Falls

11.9

South Down

Newry and Mourne

Burren and Kilbroney

10.3

Lagan Valley

Lisburn

Derryaghy

9.9

Foyle

Derry

Creggan Central

9.5

Belfast West

Belfast

Glencolin

7.7

Newry & Armagh

Newry and Mourne

Camlough

7.6

Foyle

Derry

Crevagh

7.6

Belfast West

Belfast

Upper Springfield

7.0

Foyle

Derry

Culmore

6.9

West Tyrone

Strabane

North

6.7

Mid Ulster

Magherafelt

Bellaghy

6.5

South Down

Newry and Mourne

Derryleckagh

6.4

Belfast West

Belfast

Clonard

6.3

Foyle

Derry

Springtown

6.3

Belfast North

Belfast

Ardoyne

6.2

Lagan Valley

Lisburn

Dunmurry

6.2

Foyle

Derry

Brandywell

6.2

Belfast West

Lisburn

Collin Glen

6.1

Newry & Armagh

Armagh

Abbey Park

5.9
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4.16

This conclusion is strengthened by considering the case study Wards. Whiterock
was amongst the 20 Wards that recorded the largest percentage net changes due to
Rolling Registration. In fact, Whiterock’s net change of +14.1 per cent was the
highest in Northern Ireland.

4.17

This represents a marked contrast with the Island Ward, where the net change was
less than two per cent (Table 4.3). Compared to the Whiterock Ward, the number of
additions was much lower in the Island Ward, whereas the number of deletions was
broadly comparable. Thus, the very low registration rate in Island (amongst the
bottom 20 Wards in Northern Ireland) has persisted in the period since Rolling
Registration was introduced.

4.18

As expected, Massereene more closely tracked the Northern Ireland average, with a
slightly higher net change of three per cent compared to the 2.5 per cent average net
change.

4.19

The Tempo Ward showed very little change, with a net increase of less than one per
cent. But it will be recalled that the registration rate was already very high in
Tempo, standing at 103 per cent in December 2002, only marginally below the 104
per cent rate as of August 2002. That is, there was very little scope in Tempo for an
additional rise in registration over and above what may be generated by natural
increase in the population. Interestingly, in that regard, the net change in Tempo is
approximately what would be expected due to natural increase (it will be recalled
from Section 2 above that Northern Ireland’s population is expanding at about 0.50.7 per cent per annum).

Table 4.3 Rolling Registration: January 2003 to May 2003 - The case studies
Variable

Whiterock

Island

Massereene

Tempo

N.
Ireland

Additions, Jan ’03-April ‘03
Number

333

47

95

20

30,512

Per cent of December 2002 Register

11.8

2.1

3.8

1.1

2.8

Number

22

30

25

11

7,961

Per cent of December 2002 Register

0.8

1.3

1.0

0.6

0.7

Number

401

40

75

11

26,380

Per cent of December 2002 Register

14.1

1.8

3.0

0.6

2.5

Deletions, Jan ’03-April ‘03

Net change, December 2002 to May
2003

Source: EONI
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Correlations
4.20

As noted in the Introduction, the Rolling Registration process provided an
opportunity for the new system to ‘bed-in’, for example, by enabling people who had
missed the deadline for the December 2002 Register to have their names entered on
the Register. For that reason, the May 2003 Electoral Register ought to be more
‘settled’ and free from the influence of such unobservable factors that may have
affected the December 2002 Register. Thus, the remainder of this Section reexamines the correlations between registration rates and demographic and socioeconomic influences. The approach is similar to that employed for the analysis of
the August 2002 Register in Section 2 above.

4.21

The pattern of correlations between various deprivation indicators and registration
rates is shown in Table 4.4. There are two main points to note:
•

The increase in the size and significance of the correlations for the labour
market indicators that occurred between August 2002 and December 2002
persisted through to May 2003.

•

Perhaps reflecting the pattern of Rolling Registration, there was some
attenuation of the correlations between December 2002 and May 2003. For
example, the correlation between registration rates and the unemployment
rate declined from -0.26 to -0.21.

Table 4.4 Correlations between deprivation indicators and registration rates
Variable

August
20021

December
20021

May 2003

Change,
Aug ’02May’03

-0.07

-0.26

-0.21

-0.36

-0.07

-0.24

-0.18

-0.32

-0.05

-0.23

-0.17

-0.32

0.01

-0.18

-0.12

-0.31

0.09

-0.07

-0.02

-0.21

0.09

-0.08

-0.02

-0.21

0.17

0.09

0.10

-0.06

-0.13

-0.27

Labour market
Unemployment rate
Long-term unemployed (% of population
aged 16-74)
Unemployed or unable to work because
sick/disabled (%)
Receipt of benefits
Income Support/JSA (% of population aged
16-74)
Incapacity benefit (% of population aged 1674)
Disability benefit (% of population aged 1674)
Qualifications
None (% of population aged 16-74)
Health status
Long-term limiting illness (% of population
-0.02
-0.17
aged 16-74)
1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).
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4.22

The correlations between deprivation and registration rates shown in Table 4.3 were
in turn due to the correlation between deprivation and the percentage change from
August 2002 to May 2003 in the number of persons on the Electoral Register by
Census Ward. But, as was noted in Section 3 above, the correlation with deprivation
following the introduction of the new system is not especially strong. This issue is
explored further below in the discussion of a multivariate statistical model for the
May 2002 registration rates.

4.23

Before considering that issue, it is useful to also look at the trend in the correlation
between registration and community background. The main point of note is that the
simple correlations between community background and registration rates were
almost identical in May 2003 as compared with August 2002 (Table 4.5). This was
because, in respect of the Protestant and Catholic communities, there was no simple
correlation between community background and the change in the number on the
Register from August 202 to May 2003.

Table 4.5 Correlations between community background and voter
registration rates
August
20021
Protestant
Catholic
Other/none

December
20021

May 2003

1

Change from August
2002 to:
Dec. 2002

May 2003

-0.18

-0.09

-0.16

0.12

-0.05

0.21

0.12

0.19

-0.09

0.07

-0.55

-0.55

-0.58

-0.31

-0.41

1. Correlations highlighted in bold are statistically significant (p<0.01).

4.24

The simple correlations discussed above do not, however, control for the influence of
other factors that affect registration. Thus, as in Section 2, the pattern of registration
rates as of May 2003 is explored more fully by estimating a multivariate statistical
model. The detailed statistical results are shown in Table B4.1 in Annex B.

4.25

In order to facilitate comparisons with the August 2002 results (see Table B2.8), the
same set of socio-economic and demographic variables are used for the May 2003
analysis. The only difference is the use of three additional variables. The first two
of these are what may be called ‘transition’ variables. They are:
•

A variable to indicate if the Ward was canvassed, in whole or part, by post.
This happened in 14 of the 582 wards.

•

The percentage difference between the August 2002 Register and the
population canvassed for the autumn 2002 canvass, on which the December
2002 Register was based.

PricewaterhouseCoopers

July 2003

Page 55

Electoral Commission

Desk Research: Final Report

4.26

According to the statistical model, Wards in which a postal canvass was used
showed a two percentage point decrease in their registration rate compared to other
Wards with similar socio-economic and demographic characteristics.

4.27

The population that was canvassed for the autumn 2002 canvass was based on the
electors listed on the September 2002 Register. Each of the persons on that Register
was issued with personal registration forms, which were progressively distributed by
about 1,000 canvassers. The September Register differs from the Autumn Register,
which was the last published Register, by +1 per cent, representing some 12,412
electors. The percentage difference varied considerably by Census Ward, from +8.9
per cent (Derryaghy) to -5.9 per cent in Blackcave. The variance in the Island Ward
was -4.9 per cent, putting it only three places above Blackmore in the ranking by
Census Ward. Given these variances, and the fact that the September Register was
the source of names to be canvassed, it is very important to take account of the
canvassed population in a model for registration under the new system. In the
statistical model, the effect of the variable is directly proportional, that is, a ±1
percentage point difference in the canvassed population relative to the August 2002
Register leads to a ±1 percentage point increase or decrease in the May 2003
registration rate.

4.28

The third additional variable that was used was based on information from the
Valuation and Lands Agency (VLA) showing, for each Census Ward, the number of
notified additions of properties to the VLA’s list and also the number of deletions.
This provides a proxy indicator for where new households may be locating.
Unfortunately, the available data only ran from January to April 2003, giving a
partial picture of trends by Census Ward since many Wards had no notifications in
that period.

4.29

Regarding the socio-economic and demographic variables, the model results for May
2003 were very similar to those for August 2002. There were, however, some
differences of detail, which are discussed below.

4.30

As in the August 2002 model, demographic variables proved to be significant
predictors of geographical variations in registration rates.
Regarding age
composition effects, the main point of difference is that the profile by age group for
May 2003 was ‘stretched’ by comparison with the August 2002 results. This is
illustrated in Figure 4.4 overleaf, which compares the model effects for each age
group. One point of interpretation is that, for technical reasons, the effect for the 1824 age group is set to zero, so that what the model produces for each of the other age
groups is the effect on registration rates relative to the 18-24 age group.

4.31

Bearing that point in mind, the notable feature of the comparison is that the effect at
each age band in May 2003 is stronger than was the case in August 2002. This may
have arisen because younger people aged 18-24 were less likely to register using the
new system than were people aged 25 and over. If that was the case, areas with a
comparatively high concentration of young people would, holding all other factors
constant, be predicted to have lower registration rates than the average.
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Figure 4.4 Voter registration and the age composition effect
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4.32

The second point of note in relation to demographic effects is that the household size
effect increased by a significant margin. That is, Wards where the average
household size was above the Northern Ireland average tended to register aboveaverage registration rates. This may be reflecting a household type effect. For
example, Wards containing relatively high proportions of their population in
pensioner or lone-parent families tend to have lower average household sizes
compared to the norm for Northern Ireland.

4.33

Some other differences include:
•

In the August 2002 model, the proportion of the population born in the
Republic of Ireland was positively correlated with registration. This effect
was positive but not significant in the May 2003 model.

•

The effect of the election turnout variable was higher in the May 2003 model,
being significant at 90 per cent. This provides some evidence that electoral
competition gives a boost to registration rates.

•

Community background was not a significant influence.

•

Social class effects remained absent.

•

The effect on registration rates due to the proportion of households living in
owner-occupied dwellings increased, from 0.05 percentage points per one
point increase in the rate of owner-occupation to 0.08 percentage points in the
May 2003 model.
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4.34

Regarding the deprivation effects, these remained insignificant, though in contrast to
the August 2002 model, each of the variables was found to have a small but negative
influence.

4.35

This would tend to confirm the conclusions drawn from the simple correlations
discussed above. As was noted in the discussion of Section 2, deprivation effects
tend to be difficult to isolate since the predictor variables are also correlated with
other variables such as tenure. This point is illustrated in Table 4.6 which shows the
results from estimating a model comprising all of the effects discussed above but
with an alternative specification for deprivation. The alternative deprivation
predictor is a synthetic variable obtained by adding up the values for the three
separate deprivation variables used in the basic model discussed above. As can be
seen, when owner-occupation is included in the model, the deprivation effect is
insignificant and incorrectly signed.

Table 4.6 Deprivation effects and voter registration rates at May 2003: Model
estimates with and without owner-occupation

Owner-occupation

Coefficient
Significance

Deprivation1

Coefficient
Significance

With owneroccupation

Excluding owneroccupation

0.091

-

***
0.004

-0.047

n.s.

*

1. Calculated as the sum of the long-term unemployment rate, the proportion with a long-term
limiting illness and the percentage with no qualifications.

4.36

When owner-occupation is excluded from the model, the deprivation indicator is
estimated to have a negative effect, but this is not very strong and is only marginally
significant. This suggests that, because it is correlated with deprivation, owneroccupation is ‘masking’ the effects of direct measures of deprivation in the basic
model. But this ‘masking’ effect is only partial, as owner-occupation is correlated
with other factors besides deprivation, including the rural-urban composition of the
population and also age and family type. In short, owner-occupation is a better
predictor of registration rates and this is why it comes through in the model results as
being highly significant, in contrast to the deprivation indicators.

4.37

The implications of the modelling results at Census Ward level are illustrated with
reference to the case study Wards in Table 4.7 overleaf. As in Section 2, the
analysis is based on the components of difference between the registration rate in
each Ward and the Northern Ireland average. The interpretation of the results is the
same as for the comparable Table 2.5 in Section 2 above. The main point to bear in
mind is that the analysis is designed to provide an insight into why the registration
rate in a Ward may differ from the Northern Ireland average.
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Table 4.7 Components of the difference in registration rates from Northern
Ireland: Case study Wards – May 2003
Whiterock

Island

Massereene

Tempo

93.8

70.4

101.3

104.0

4.7

-18.7

12.2

14.9

Predicted

-6.4

-13.8

1.9

10.9

•

Attainers (16-17 year olds)

2.5

-0.7

-0.7

1.0

•

Age composition

-2.5

1.5

0.3

1.3

•

Median age

2.4

-0.4

0.0

0.0

•

Household size & type

-1.5

-3.2

-0.1

1.9

•

Place of birth & ethnic origin

1.2

-0.1

-0.8

0.6

•

Community background

0.8

-0.5

-0.2

0.4

•

Detached dwellings

-1.8

-1.9

0.1

2.1

•

Owner-occupied

-2.8

-2.4

1.1

0.7

•

Social class

0.2

0.0

-0.2

0.7

•

Deprivation

-0.9

-0.5

0.3

-0.2

•

Special factors

-0.1

1.0

-0.1

-0.3

•

Turnout (Council, 2001)

0.3

-0.6

-1.0

0.5

•

Constituency effect

-2.7

-1.2

-1.9

1.9

•

Transition

-1.4

-4.9

5.2

0.4

11.1

-4.9

10.3

4.0

Registration rate, May 2003 (%)
Difference from NI1 (pps)
Actual

Unexplained residual

1 Northern Ireland rate = 89.1, when calculated from the 2001 Census of Population results.

4.38

Compared to August 2002, the results for the components of the difference in
registration rates are broadly in line with what would be expected from the foregoing
discussion of the statistical modelling results. For example, with its younger
population age profile, the age composition effects for Whiterock are more negative
in May 2003 (-2.5 percentage points) as compared with August 2002 (-1.8
percentage points). Similarly, the owner-occupied effect is more pronounced, at -2.8
percentage points in May 2003 compared with -2.1 percentage points in August
2002. In contrast to August 2002, the deprivation effect for Whiterock is negative in
May 2003, but still less than one percentage point. Regarding the community
background effect, this is again relatively unimportant in each of the Wards.

4.39

There are, however, two main points of difference. In the August 2002 model,
constituency effects were noticeably absent. In the May 2003 models, these are
present to varying degrees. In the Whiterock Ward, the constituency effect changed
from +0.4 to -2.7 percentage points.
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4.40

These constituency effects are difficult to interpret. One possibility is that they may
reflect urban-rural differences in the implementation of the change. As was
discussed in Section 3 above, population mobility is higher in urban areas and this
could have hampered the registration process in the autumn 2002 canvass. Thus, for
example, the constituency effect for Tempo is positive, at +1.9 percentage points, but
negative in Whiterock and Island.

4.41

Second, the effect of the transition variables was significant and varied markedly
from one Ward to another. This effect is due to the difference between the canvassed
population and the published August 2002 Register, as no postal canvass was
undertaken in any of the case study Wards.

4.42

In the Island Ward, the variance between the canvassed population and the August
2002 Register had a -5 percentage points effect on the registration rate. In
Massereene, the effect was +5.2 percentage points. While it is only possible to
speculate on these points, the contrasts may reflect variations in population growth
by Census Ward. As was noted in Section 2 above, Massereene is an expanding
suburban Ward, and this effect is difficult to capture using Census 2001 data, which
refer to a point in time. Island, by contrast, is a declining inner-city ward.

4.43

The final point to note is the pattern of unexplained residuals, that is, the portion of
the difference from the Northern Ireland average registration rates that cannot be
explained by the factors included in the statistical model. In the case of Whiterock
the residual is +11 percentage points. In other words, the actual registration rate in
Whiterock, the most deprived of the four case study Wards, was significantly in
excess of what would be expected from its socio-economic and demographic
composition. A similar result held for the August 2002 model.

4.44

In the Island Ward, the unexplained residual was -5 percentage points. This is a little
less than the -8 percentage points residual estimated for August 2002. Whether this
May 2003 residual effect is significant or not depends on what is to be made of the
transition effect, but this is an unknown quantity.

4.45

In the Massereene Ward, the residual effect is +10.3 percentage points, about the
same as in the August model. This residual arises because the model predicts that
Massereene’s registration rate should be in line with the Northern Ireland average,
but it is 12.2 percentage points above the average. Again, this is likely to be due to
factors that are not included in the model. One such factor may be faster than
average population growth, though as was noted above the Rolling Registration rate
for Massereene was only slightly above the Northern Ireland average.

4.46

Finally, the residual for Tempo increased slightly, from -0.7 in August 2002 to four
in the May 2003 model. This is not statistically significant and it remains the case
that the model performs reasonably well in ‘explaining’ why Tempo has a
registration rate that is well above the Northern Ireland average, a rural area with
broadly favourable demographic characteristics.
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Concluding Remarks
4.47

This Section has analysed the outcome from Rolling Registration in the period up to
May 2003. The main findings are as follows.

4.48

The Northern Ireland registration rate increased by 2.1 percentage points, suggesting
a non-registration rate of about 11 per cent.

4.49

Much of the change occurred in the first month of Rolling Registration, accounting
for about 43 per cent of the net change to May 2003. There were some variations
across Parliamentary Constituencies, with Belfast West recording a 5.8 per cent rise
in the number of persons on the Electoral Register. This suggests some degree of
‘bounce-back’ in areas with the larger falls in the Register from August to December
2002.

4.50

At Census Ward level, the vast majority of Wards fell into a relatively narrow range,
from zero to +5 per cent. A relatively small number of Wards recorded larger
increases, ranging up to +14 per cent in Whiterock. The 20 Wards with the highest
percentage increases due to Rolling Registration shared some common
characteristics, including high levels of deprivation. Most noticeably, however, they
were predominantly Catholic and nationalist, suggesting that some local variations
reflect registration efforts being made ‘on the ground’.

4.51

The Section also examined the pattern of registration at May 2003 and compared this
with the August 2002 pattern. This was done using statistical correlations and also
with reference to the case studies. Though there were some changes of detail, the
main finding is one of broad stability in the socio-economic and demographic factors
that are correlated with registration rates.

4.52

Regarding community background, this was found not to be significant after
controlling for influences such as population age composition and so on.

4.53

Various indicators for deprivation were found to be correlated with the percentage
change between August 2002 and May 2003 in the number of persons on the
Register. However, the correlation was not strong enough to have a significant effect
on registration rates calculated relative to the population aged 18+ by Census Ward,
when other factors are taken into account.
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Conclusions

Introduction
5.1

This final Section presents the conclusions from the various analyses that have been
undertaken with reference to the following topics:
•

The current extent of non-registration in Northern Ireland.

•

The patterns of non-registration in Northern Ireland.

•

Any correlation between decreased registration rates and indicators of
deprivation.

Extent of Non-registration
5.2

Expressed as a percentage of the population aged 18 and over, the Northern Ireland
registration rate stood at about 88 per cent in May 2003, giving a non-registration
rate of approximately 12 per cent (Figure 5.1). Taken at face value, this would
appear to represent a sharp decline compared to August 2002, just prior to the
introduction of the new system of individual registration. Then, the Register as a
percentage of the voting-age population was almost 96 per cent.

Figure 5.1 Electoral Register as per cent of Population 18+
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Sources: EONI; NISRA.

5.3

It is, however, impossible to tell what part of the change was due to an actual
increase in non-registration following the new system, and what part was due to the
elimination of various sources of ‘inflation’ in the Electoral Register under the old
system of household registration.
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5.4

To the extent that the change in the system of registration may have resulted in an
increase in non-registration, at least some of that has been ‘clawed-back’ through the
system of Rolling Registration whereby people who are not on the Register can
apply to have their names added.

5.5

As a result of Rolling Registration, the registration rate under the new system
increased by 2.5 percentage points in the period from December 2002 to May 2003.
This is in excess of the rate of natural increase in the Northern Ireland population
aged 18+, currently about 0.5-0.7 per cent per annum.

5.6

Whether the registration rate will continue to increase at that pace is a moot issue, as
much of the change occurred in the first month after the introduction of the new
system and in the month leading up to the postponed May Assembly Elections. In
other months, the Register has been growing at a rate of about +0.4 percentage
points.

The Pattern of Non-registration
5.7

A key point of interest in establishing the pattern of non-registration at Census Ward
level is that this would provide a basis for assessing the influence of various factors
that might be correlated with non-registration, such as deprivation. It is not,
however, possible to calculate non-registration rates at Census Ward level.

5.8

The reason for this is that there is a dislocation between the geography of the
Register and the distribution of the population. For example, students aged 18 and
over tend to be registered at their home address rather than their term address. But
they are recorded on the Census of Population as being resident at their term address.
This effect was apparent under both the old system and the new system.

5.9

Reflecting this dislocation, the ‘registration rate’ at Census Ward level in May 2003
varied from a low of 24.3 per cent in the Botanic Ward to 122 per cent in Forkhill.

5.10

A range of factors affect the pattern of registration at Census Ward level. Consistent
with the dislocation factor noted above, registration rates measured relative to the
resident population tend to be higher outside the urban areas. Partly reflecting this,
wards with higher concentrations of owner-occupier households and households
living in detached dwellings tend to have above-average rates of registration.
Similarly, population age composition affects the pattern in registration rates. The
effect of these factors on registration rates did not change greatly between August
2002 and May 2003.

5.11

Overall, however, there is no one single factor that emerges as the major determinant
of the geographical pattern in registration rates. Indeed, the case study evidence in
this report indicates that a complex set of factors affect registration rates. Not all of
these are captured by the demographic and socio-economic data on which this report
is based.
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Deprivation
5.12

The Northern Ireland Measures of Deprivation are presently only available on the
1984 Census Ward geography, but the 2001 Census of Population is published using
the 1992 Census Ward boundaries. For that reason, this report has assessed the
relationship between deprivation and registration rates using various indicators that
are highly correlated with deprivation in the domains of employment, income,
education and health.

5.13

There are two main findings. First, the percentage change in the Register in the
period from August 2002 to May 2003 is negatively correlated with a range of
deprivation indicators. This would suggest that areas with an above-average
incidence of deprivation experienced larger than average percentage falls in the
Electoral Register that was compiled under the new system compared to the Register
that existed under the old system.

5.14

The second main finding is that, when other relevant influences such as population
age composition are taken account of, indicators of deprivation were not correlated
with the registration rate either in August 2002 or in May 2003. In other words,
deprivation is not a good predictor of the rate of registration by Census Ward. This
conclusion is consistent with the more detailed case studies undertaken for this
report. In two relatively deprived areas in Belfast, the May 2003 registration rate
ranged from a below-average 70 per cent to an above-average 94 per cent.

5.15

These two findings can be reconciled because the first is an effect at the margin
while the latter refers to average effects. Thus, the registration rate is an average
measure, while the percentage change measures effects at the margin. Whether an
effect at the margin feeds through to the average depends both on the magnitude of
the effect at the margin and the weighting of that factor in the overall average.

5.16

The conclusion to be drawn is that, while it bore some relation to the changes seen in
the period from August 2002 to May 2003, deprivation was not sufficiently
significant as a predictor of voter registration as to exert a strong and separate
influence on the geography of registration rates by Census Ward.
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