Template guidance notes for postal vote opening staff at the combined European Parliamentary and local government on 4 June 2009 (where the issue has also been combined)

These guidance notes summarise the key points of the Commission’s briefing of postal vote opening staff and can be adapted to fit local circumstances.

What does a postal ballot pack contain?

· Envelope B (covering envelope) contains the postal voting statement (DOB and signature).

· Envelope A (the ballot paper envelope) – contains ballot papers
Who can be present at the opening?

Candidates, election agents, sub-agents for the European Parliamentary election, any person appointed by such an agent to attend on their behalf, agents appointed specifically for the purpose of observing the opening of postal votes, representatives of the Commission and any observers accredited by the Commission are entitled to attend opening sessions. The postal voters ballot boxes must be opened in the presence of any of these persons in attendance at the opening session. 

Security of returned postal votes

Postal votes returned by post, hand-delivered to the office, or hand-delivered to polling stations will be stored and locked in a ‘postal voters’ ballot box. Those returned to polling stations will arrive in a sealed packet.

Types of postal ballot boxes

Two types of postal ballot boxes will be used:

· ‘postal voters ballot box’ – containing unopened postal votes

· ‘postal ballot box’ – containing valid postal ballot papers from each opening.

The opening process

The opening process can be divided into three stages:

Stage 1: Process for opening the ‘postal voters ballot boxes’

Stage 2: Verification of personal identifiers

Stage 3: Opening the postal ballot paper envelopes

Stage 1: Process for opening the ‘postal voters ballot boxes’

Once the ‘Postal voters ballot box’ is opened:

· Count and record number of covering envelopes.

· Set aside postal votes to be verified if less than 100% of identifiers are to be checked 

· Record total numbers received and put forward for personal identifier verification 

· Open each covering envelope (envelope B)

Process for opening covering envelope B:

· Count and record covering envelopes ‘B’

· Open covering envelope ‘B’. 

· Check that both a postal vote statement and ballot paper envelope ‘A’ are present

· If there is no postal vote statement enclosed in envelope ‘B’, open envelope ‘A’ to check whether it has been mistakenly placed in envelope ‘A’. If it is not present, alert your supervisor.

· Put postal voting statements and ballot paper envelopes ‘A’ in two separate piles

· Check number(s) on postal voting statement match number(s) on envelope ‘A’

· Check that the postal voting statement has a signature (unless voter has been granted a waiver) and a date of birth

Each covering envelope should be opened. On occasions, not all parts of the postal ballot pack will have been returned or placed in the correct envelope. In those cases, alert your supervisor.

Stage 2: Verification of personal identifiers

Postal vote statements are then scanned and the software system will identify statements where the signature and date of birth do not match those previously collected by the Electoral Registration Officer.

Invalid statements are shown to candidates and agents and the Returning Officer or deputy will adjudicate any mismatches.

Stage 3: Opening the postal ballot paper envelopes

Once the postal voting statements have been adjudicated, you can proceed to open the corresponding ballot paper ‘A’ envelopes:

· Remove ballot papers – match numbers on reverse. Keep ballot papers face down.
· If numbers on ballot papers and envelope ‘A’ do not match – place aside for the Returning Officer or deputy to list as provisionally rejected.

· If there are fewer ballot papers inside the ballot paper envelope than expected, alert your supervisor. The ballot paper envelope will have to be marked provisionally rejected and placed in the receptacle for rejected ballot paper envelopes. The ballot paper that has been returned and whose number matches that on the ballot paper envelope must be placed in the postal ballot box.

· Ballot papers will be secured into bundles of an agreed number and total recorded ready for sealing in a ballot box.

