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1 Principles for an effective 
verification and count 

 

• All processes are transparent, with a clear and unambiguous audit trail.  
 

• The verification produces an accurate result. This means that the 
number of ballot papers in each box either matches the number of ballot 
papers issued as stated on the ballot paper account or, if it does not: 

- the source of the variance has been identified and can be 
explained, and/or 

- the box has been recounted at least twice, until the same 
number of ballot papers is counted on two consecutive 
occasions 

 
• The count produces an accurate result, where: 

- for single-member vacancies at a local government election, the 
total number of votes cast for each candidate and rejected votes 
matches the total number of ballot papers given on the 
verification statement for the election  

- for multi-member vacancies at a local government election, the 
total number of votes given for each candidate added to the 
number of rejected votes (i.e. the number of completely rejected 
ballots multiplied by the number of vacancies plus the number of 
rejected votes from those ballots rejected in part), plus the 
number of unused votes matches the total number of votes 
expected (i.e. the total number of ballot papers as given on the 
verification statement multiplied by the number of vacancies)  

 
• For the Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) election:i  

- at the first count, the total number of first preference votes cast 
for each candidate and rejected votes matches the total number 
of ballot papers given on the verification statement for the 
election.  

- at the second count, where required, the ballot papers on which 
a first preference vote was given to those candidates who did 
not remain in the contest equals: the total number of ballot 
papers containing a valid second preference vote for a 

                                            
 
 
i In the case of a PCC election with two candidates, the count produces an accurate result 
where the total number of votes cast for each candidate and rejected votes matches the total 
number of ballot papers given on the verification statement for the election. 
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continuing candidate, plus the total number of ballot papers 
containing a second preference vote for a candidate not 
remaining in the contest, plus the rejected ballot papers at the 
second count. 

 
• The verification and count are timely. 
• The secrecy of the vote is maintained at all times. 
• The security of ballot papers and other stationery is maintained at all 

times.  
• The communication of information at the verification and count is clear 

and timely. 
 
Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections 

A local authority and combined authority mayoral election count produces an 
accurate result where: 

a) in the case of an election with two candidates, the total number of votes 
cast for each candidate and rejected votes matches the total number of ballot 
papers given on the verification statement for the election 

b) in the case of an election with three or more candidates: 

- at the first count, the total number of first preference votes cast for each 
candidate and rejected votes matches the total number of ballot papers given 
on the verification statement for the election 

- at the second count, where required, the ballot papers on which a first    
preference vote was given to those candidates who did not remain in the 
contest equals: the total number of ballot papers containing a valid second 
preference vote for a continuing candidate, plus the total number of ballot 
papers containing a second preference vote for a candidate not remaining in 
the contest, plus the rejected ballot papers at the second count  

 
Mayoral referendums / neighbourhood planning referendums 

For a mayoral or neighbourhood planning referendum, all references in this 
part to votes for a candidate should be taken to mean votes for one of the 
answers to the referendum question. 

At a mayoral referendum, all references to ‘candidates and agents’ should be 
read as ‘petition organisers’ and references to ‘counting agents’ should be 
read as ‘counting observers’ appointed for the purposes of the referendum. 

At a neighbourhood planning referendum all references to ‘counting agents’ 
should be read as ‘counting observers’ appointed for the purposes of the 
referendum
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• the geography of your area 
• other polls taking place on the same day in your area 
• the size of your area and the extent of your area in which there are 

elections 
• size and capacity of venues  
• cost  
• transparency for candidates, agents and observers 

 
 

Guidance for PAROs on the verification, count and results collation is 
included in our Guidance for Police Area Returning Officers: Delivery 
of key processes. Guidance for PAROs on planning for the election is 
included in our PARO our PARO Planning guidance document. 

 

Combined authority mayoral elections 
At a combined authority mayoral election, you will need to take into account 
any guidance or directions from the Combined Authority Returning Officer 
(CARO). The CARO has responsibility for the collation of local totals and 
declaration of the result for the combined authority area. Guidance for CAROs 
on the verification, count and results collation is included in our Guidance for 
Combined Area Returning Officers: Delivery of key processes. Guidance for 
CAROs on planning for the election is included in our CARO Planning 
guidance document.  
 
Where local government, Police and Crime Commissioner and combined 
authority mayoral polls are combined, the powers of the LRO and the powers 
of the PARO will in certain respects have primacy over those of the CARO. 

The Government has moved the early May bank holiday in 2020 from 
Monday 4 to Friday 8 May to mark the 75th anniversary of VE Day. 
The change of date may have implications on the delivery of elections 

across the UK on Thursday 7 May. You will need to consider any local 
implications of this date change throughout your planning. 

In planning your count, and in particular the order in which you count the 
votes for each election, you will also need to consider the timings of when 
elected officials take office. 

County, District and Parish elections 
Councillors must take up their seat on the fourth day after the ordinary day of 
election. In May 2020 this will be Monday 11 May.  

A 

i 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-10/PARO%20guidance%20-%20Delivery%20of%20key%20processes.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-10/PARO%20guidance%20-%20Delivery%20of%20key%20processes.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/Planning%20guidance%20for%20PARO%27s.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/214461/CAM-Guidance-delivery-of-key-processes-for-CAROs.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/214461/CAM-Guidance-delivery-of-key-processes-for-CAROs.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/214460/CAM-Planning-Guidance-for-CAROs.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/214460/CAM-Planning-Guidance-for-CAROs.pdf
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Police and Crime Commissioner elections 
The Police and Crime Commissioner’s term of office begins with the seventh 
day after the day of the poll at the election. In May 2020 this will be Thursday 
14 May.  

Mayor and Combined authority mayoral elections 
The Mayor will take office on the fourth day after the election at which he or 
she was elected. In May 2020 this will be Monday 11 May. 

The verification of the ballot paper accounts and counting of the votes must 
begin as soon as practicable after the close of poll. As RO it is up to you to 
decide how you will approach the co-ordination of the verification and 
counting of votes (taking into account any directions from the PARO and 
CARO, if necessary). 

You should consider any impact the change to the bank holiday will have 
locally and determine the most appropriate approach to coordinating the 
verification and count. Whatever decisions you make, you should ensure that 
you are able to demonstrate and explain the local factors relevant to your 
decisions and make clear the implications of your proposals for when the 
results may be declared. 

You will also need to clearly communicate your decision to candidates and 
their agents and be able to explain the factors involved in reaching this 
decision. 
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2 Preparing for the 
verification and counts 

 

 

 

 

Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election it is for you as local Returning 
Officer, in discussion with the CARO, to decide which approach is most 
appropriate for your local circumstances. 

Where local government, Police and Crime Commissioner and combined 
authority mayoral polls are combined, the powers of the LRO and the powers 
of the PARO will in certain respects have primacy over those of the CARO. 

This guidance should be read alongside our verification and count 
toolkit, which covers the more practical aspects of running the 
verification and count, as well as the decisions you will need to 
make on how best to manage these processes. 

We recognise that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach which can be applied 
to running the verification and count process at an election. Every area has its 
own set of local circumstances that will influence the decisions that you must 
make in running the verification and count processes. The toolkit we have 
developed has been designed to ensure consistency of outcomes, following 
the principles set out in Chapter 1, while providing flexibility in recognition of 
varying local circumstances. 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
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Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election the CARO can direct that the 
counting of votes for the combined authority area take place at a central 
location. Regardless of this, as local RO you are responsible for the 
verification and counting of the votes for your area, including transmitting the 
local total for your area to the CARO. Information about roles and 
responsibilities can be found in Part A: Returning Officer role and 
responsibilities and in our CARO Planning guidance document. 

Where local government, Police and Crime Commissioner and combined 
authority mayoral polls are combined, the powers of the LRO and the powers 
of the PARO will in certain respects have primacy over those of the CARO. 

 

 

 

Information about roles and responsibilities can be found in Part A – 
Role and responsibilities of the Commission’s guidance and in our 
PARO Planning guidance document. 

 

Planning for the verification and count 
 

 

 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20A%20-%20Roles%20and%20Responsibilities.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20A%20-%20Roles%20and%20Responsibilities.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-10/CAM%20Planning%20Guidance%20for%20CAROs.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/192617/LGE-PCC-Part-A-Roles-and-responsibilities.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/192617/LGE-PCC-Part-A-Roles-and-responsibilities.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/Planning%20guidance%20for%20PARO%27s.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/192626/LGE-PCC-Part-B-Planning-and-Organisation.pdf
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• the timing of the verification and count 
• staffing and training 
• equipment and layout of venues 
• managing attendees 
• communicating during the verification and count 
• security of ballot papers 
 

Timing of the verification and count  
 

 

 
At the PCC election, the PARO can direct as to the time by which the 
verification of ballot papers must start. You should engage with the 
PARO at an early stage to discuss and develop timings for all of the 

verification and count processes. 

  

a 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/Timing-of-election-counts.pdf
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Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election the CARO may provide directions or 
guidance in relation to the timing of the count. You should engage with the 
CARO at an early stage to discuss and develop timings for all of the 
verification and count processes.  

Working closely with the CARO, you will need to plan carefully how to 
manage the expectations of parties, candidates and the media. 

Where local government, Police and Crime Commissioner and combined 
authority mayoral polls are combined, the powers of the LRO and the powers 
of the PARO will in certain respects have primacy over those of the CARO. 

 

 

 

 

Staffing 
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To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standard 1, 
you will need to put in place appropriate resources to ensure the 
verification and count are timely.  

To demonstrate that the outcome can be met you will need to set out how the 
verification and count is to be organised and managed, including the process 
you followed to arrive at your decision. 

 
Further guidance on staffing the verification and count and the training 
of verification and count staff can be found in Part B – Planning and 
organisation. 

 

Layout and equipment at the verification and count 
venue(s) 

 

 

 

Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election you should ensure that tests have 
been carried out on equipment and processes being used to transmit 
information and local totals to the CARO. 
 

Further guidance on selecting verification and count venues can be 
found in Part B – Planning and organisation. For practical guidance on 
how to lay out your verification and count venue(s) and a checklist of 

useful materials, see our verification and count resource ‘Planning for an 
effective verification and count: a toolkit for Returning Officers. 

 

A 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/electoral-administrator/performance-standards-returning-officers
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
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To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standard 2, 
you will need to ensure count processes are transparent, with 
everything at the verification and count carried out in clear view of all 

those entitled to attend, with information provided to attendees on the 
processes to be followed. 

To demonstrate that the outcome can be delivered you will need to have in 
place a layout plan of the count and have in place information to be provided 
to attendees at the count.   

Communicating during the verification and count  
 

 

Combined authority mayoral election 

At a combined authority mayoral election you should liaise with the CARO to 
ensure that information packs include relevant information on how the 
combined authority election result will be calculated and declared.   

 

 

 

 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/electoral-administrator/performance-standards-returning-officers
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To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standard 2, 
you will need to ensure that count processes are transparent, with 
everything at the verification and count carried out in clear view of all 

those entitled to attend, with information provided to attendees on the 
processes to be followed. 

To demonstrate that the outcome can be delivered you will need to have a 
layout plan of the count and have in place information to be provided to 
attendees at the count and arrangements to communicate progress at the 
count. 

 

 

• Placing information posters and boards throughout the verification and 
count venue. These should be large enough to be clearly visible, and 
should show the key members of staff and provide an overview of the 
procedures to be followed in order to help attendees identify what is 
happening and where. You may wish to provide pictures of yourself and 
your key staff to help attendees identify you at the count. This 
information could also be provided in advance of the count, for example, 
as part of an information pack. 
 

• Providing a layout plan of the venue, indicating the key areas of interest 
for counting agents and observers.  
 

• Appointing a member of staff to respond to queries and to act as liaison 
between candidates, agents, observers and key staff. 
 

• Providing a hand-out listing all ballot box numbers and the names of the 
polling stations they relate to. 
 

• Providing a copy of the template verification and count paperwork that 
will be used to communicate the outcome of the verification and count, 
with an indication of the level at which the information will be provided 
(e.g. ward level / polling district level) – to be followed by provision of the 
actual verification statements and statements of results for any local 
government elections and of the local totals for the PCC election. 

 
For practical guidance on communicating information at the 
verification and count venue, see our verification and count 
resource ‘Planning for an effective verification and count: a toolkit 
for Returning Officers’. 

 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/electoral-administrator/performance-standards-returning-officers
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
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Managing attendees 
 

 

 

 

 

See Chapter 3 – Attendance at the verification and count for 
further guidance on who is entitled to attend the verification and 
count. 

Ensuring the security of ballot papers 
To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standard 1, 
you will need to maintain the secure storage of ballot papers at all 
times. 

To demonstrate that the outcome can be delivered you will need to have in 
place arrangements for securely storing ballot papers. 

 

A 

 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/New-performance-standards-for-ROs-November-2013.pdf
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For practical information on ensuring the security of ballot boxes and 
ballot papers see our verification and count resource ‘Planning for an 
effective verification and count: a toolkit for Returning Officers’. 

  

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
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3 Attendance at the 
verification and count(s) 

To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standard 2, 
you will need to ensure count processes are transparent, with 
everything at the verification and count carried out in clear view of all 

those entitled to attend, with information provided to attendees on the 
processes to be followed. 

To demonstrate that the outcome can be delivered you will need to have a 
layout plan of the count, and have in place information to be provided to 
attendees at the count and arrangements to communicate progress at the 
count. 

Who can attend? 
 

 

• you and your staff 
• candidates 
• one guest per candidate 
• election agents  
• counting agents 
• Commission representatives 
• accredited observers 
• any other person permitted by you, as local government RO, to attend 

(see paragraph 3.7 below). 
 

 

Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections 

At both types of mayoral election you must also give counting agents notice of 
the time and place at which the second preference votes will begin, if 
required4. 
 

 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/New-performance-standards-for-ROs-November-2013.pdf
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At a combined authority mayoral election the following may also attend the 
verification and count:5  
• the CARO and their staff 
• a sub-agent (but only in place of the election agent) 

Mayoral referendum  

At a mayoral referendum, the elected mayor (if any) may also attend the 
verification and count. 

 
 
Neighbourhood planning referendums  

The following are entitled to attend the verification and count at a 
neighbourhood planning referendum:  

• you, as Counting Officer, and the Counting Officer’s staff  
• the Chief Counting Officer (if any)  
• the counting observers  
• Commission representatives  
• accredited observers  
• any other person permitted by you, as Counting Officer, to attend  
 

 

• you and your staff 
• the PARO and their staff 
• candidates 
• one guest per candidate 
• election agents (or a sub-agent on their behalf) 
• counting agents 
• Commission representatives 
• accredited observers 
• any other person permitted by you to attend (see paragraph 3.7 below). 
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Controlling admission 
 

 

 

Further guidance on accredited observers and Commission 
representatives, including a quick guide to the observer badge types, 
can be found in Part B – Planning and organisation. 

Counting agents 
Guidance on the appointment of counting agents can be found in Part 
C – Administering the poll.   
 

 

A 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/192646/LGE-PCC-Part-C-Administering-the-poll.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/192646/LGE-PCC-Part-C-Administering-the-poll.pdf
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Mayoral referendum / Neighbourhood planning referendum 

You should ensure that any counting observers that have been appointed are 
provided with information regarding the location and timing of the verification 
and count and are given reasonable facilities for observing the processes they 
have been appointed to observe. 

Accredited observers 
 

 

 

Further guidance on accredited observers can be found in Part B – 
Planning and organisation. 

Commission representatives 
 

The media 
 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-referendums/observing-elections-and-referendums/electoral-observer-code-practice
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-referendums/observing-elections-and-referendums/electoral-observer-code-practice
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/contact-us/our-offices
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/contact-us/our-offices
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
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For practical guidance on liaising with the media, see our verification 
and count resource ‘Planning for an effective verification and count: a 
toolkit for Returning Officers’.  

  

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-referendums/observing-elections-and-referendums/electoral-observer-code-practice
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/elections-and-referendums/observing-elections-and-referendums/electoral-observer-code-practice
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Tips-on-managing-the-media-at-the-count.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Tips-on-managing-the-media-at-the-count.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc


19 
 

4 Receipt of polling station 
materials and sealed boxes of 
postal ballot papers 

To be able to achieve the outcome set out in performance standards 1 
and 2, you will need to ensure count processes are designed and 
managed to secure an accurate result, with a clear audit trail. 

To demonstrate that the outcome can be delivered you will need to have in 
place arrangements to maintain a clear audit trail of the count processes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/New-performance-standards-for-ROs-November-2013.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/New-performance-standards-for-ROs-November-2013.pdf
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Receipt of sealed boxes of postal 
ballot papers 
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5 Verification 
 

 

Information on the training of polling station staff is provided in Part B 
– Planning and organisation. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a. the ballot papers must be sorted into their respective polls22 
 

a 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-09/LGE-PCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf
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b. the verification procedure should be completed for each separate 
election (i.e. completed for each local government election and for 
the PCC election) 

 
c. the verification statements must include the total number of postal 

ballot papers separately from the total number verified for each poll 
as a whole23 

 
d. once the verification of all ballot boxes from polling stations and of all 

postal vote ballot boxes for each poll is complete and the verification 
statements produced, any ballot papers which are not to be counted 
until a later time must be separated by poll, placed into containers, 
sealed and securely stored until the counting of votes24 

 

a. the different ballot boxes should be verified at the same time, either 
at adjacent tables simultaneously or one after the other at the same 
table 
 

b. any ballot paper placed in the ‘wrong’ box should be moved to the 
correct ballot box 

 
c. the verification statements must include the total number of postal 

ballot papers separately from the total number verified for each 
election as a whole25 

 
d. once the verification of all ballot boxes from polling stations and of all 

postal vote ballot boxes for each poll is complete and the verification 
statements produced, any ballot papers which are not to be counted 
until a later time must be separated by poll, placed into containers, 
sealed and securely stored until the counting of votes26 

 
 

 The candidates and the agents for each of the polls may be in 
attendance at the  of the ballot boxes. Where containers of verified 
ballot papers are sealed for storage to be counted later, candidates and 
agents for the poll the ballot papers relate to have the right to add their own 
seals.  

  key stages of the verification process are as follows  

a. Staff must open the packets of unused ballot papers and ascertain 
the number of ballot papers that were not issued by noting the 
number of books and number of ballot papers remaining in any part 
book of ballot papers inside the packet27. The packets of spoilt ballot 
papers must also be opened and the number of papers must be 
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counted28. Both unused and spoilt ballot paper packets must be 
resealed after they have been counted29. 

b. Staff must break the seals and open the ballot boxes in the presence 
of any counting agents and observers that are present30. When a box 
has had a seal attached by an agent at the close of the poll, 
particular care should be taken to show to any agents and observers 
present that this seal is still intact prior to it being broken. The ballot 
papers should be carefully tipped onto the table, ensuring that none 
have fallen onto the floor and that the box is empty. 

c. The ballot papers must be kept face up at all times during the 
verification and count31.  
 

d. You should ensure that the empty box is shown to the agents and 
observers so that they can be satisfied that it is indeed empty. The 
counting assistants should then unfold the ballot papers and count 
them into bundles. Accuracy at this stage is vital, so bundles should 
be passed to another assistant for rechecking. Any tendered ballot 
papers that have been mistakenly placed in the ballot box should be 
removed and handed to the supervisor. 

e. The total given on the ballot paper account must be compared 
against the number of ballot papers counted and recorded as being 
present inside the ballot box32. You must compare the unused and 
spoilt ballot papers, as well as the tendered votes list, against the 
figures on each ballot paper account33. The total number of ballot 
papers in the ballot box should agree with the total on the ballot 
paper account, and reconcile with the total number of unused ballot 
papers. 
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Combined authority mayoral elections 

As local RO, you must inform the CARO of the contents of the verification 
statement for the combined authority election39. The CARO will provide 
guidance on how this should be done. 

Neighbourhood planning referendums 

If the neighbourhood planning referendum crosses local authority boundaries, 
you should contact your local Commission team for advice. 

 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/contact-us
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Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election the CARO can direct that the 
counting of votes be conducted at a central location44. Where the combined 
authority mayoral election count is to take place at a different venue to the 
verification, as local RO, you should place all the verified ballot papers into 
secure packets, such as ballot boxes, for transportation to the count venue. 
These packets should be marked with the name of your authority and the 
name of the combined authority area. You may need to liaise with the CARO 
regarding specific arrangements for transporting verified ballot papers to the 
count venue.  

In addition, you should produce a record of all the packets of verified ballot 
papers that you are transporting to the combined authority count venue and 
the contents of each of these. You should deliver this record, the ballot paper 
accounts, and a copy of the final statement as to the result of the verification 
to the combined authority count venue along with the packets of verified ballot 
papers. 

 

 

 

  

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/word_doc/Verification-and-count-toolkit-generic.doc
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6 The counts 
Counting the votes 

 

 

Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election, you will need to take into account 
any guidance or directions issued by the CARO47. As local RO, you are 
responsible for the counting of votes for your area. The CARO has 
responsibility for the collation of local totals and declaration of the result for 
the whole of the combined authority area and you should discuss with the 
CARO how this will work in practice.   
 
Where local government, Police and Crime Commissioner and combined 
authority mayoral polls are combined, the powers of the LRO and the powers 
of the PARO will in certain respects have primacy over those of the CARO. 

Neighbourhood planning referendums 

At a neighbourhood planning referendum that crosses local authority 
boundaries you only need to consider that part of the referendum area that 
falls within your local authority, although you should also take into account 
any guidance or directions issued by the Chief Counting Officer. You do not 
need to wait for the other Counting Officer(s) to have verified their ballot 
boxes before you can start counting the votes in your area.48 
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Mixing 
 

Sorting and counting 
 

Local government election: single member vacancies and a PCC 
election with only two candidates 

 

 

 

 

Local government election - multi-member vacancies 
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Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections 

At any type of mayoral election, if there are only two candidates, the mayor is 
elected under the first past the post voting system. Therefore, any references 
in this part to count procedures for single-member vacancies will also apply to 
such mayoral elections. 

If there are three or more candidates, the mayor is elected using the 
Supplementary Vote (SV) electoral system. In the SV system, voters can cast 
a first and second preference vote for mayor.  

At the first count, only the first preference votes are counted. The processes 
for sorting and counting votes for a single member vacancy set out above are 
relevant here. 

If a candidate obtains more than 50% of the first preference votes, they are 
declared elected. If no candidate obtains more than 50% of the first 
preference votes, the top two candidates (or more if there is a tie) remain in 
the contest while the rest are eliminated.  

In preparation for the second count, you will need to sort the ballot papers 
into: 

• ballot papers on which a first preference vote was given to one of the 
candidates remaining in the contest – these are not counted again at the 
second count 

• all other ballot papers containing a valid first preference vote, sorted by 
 
 - those containing a second preference vote for one of the continuing  
  candidates, sorted by candidate 
 - those containing a  second preference vote for a candidate who is not 
  continuing in the contest (these do not form part of the second count, 
  but the total number of ballot papers should be counted for audit  
  purposes and packaged separately) 
 - those ballot papers requiring adjudication 
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All ballot papers containing valid second preference votes for the continuing 
candidates are counted, and the total number added to the number of first 
preference votes each of those candidates received.  The candidate with the 
highest total number of votes is declared elected. 
 
Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election you must inform the CARO of your 
local totals51. The CARO will then collate the totals for the whole of the 
combined authority area. If a candidate obtains more than 50% of the total 
number of valid first preference votes across the whole of the combined 
authority area, they will be declared elected by the CARO. If no candidate 
obtains more than 50% of the total number of valid first preference votes 
across the whole of the combined authority area, the top two candidates (or 
more if there is a tie) remain in the contest while the rest are eliminated52. The 
CARO will inform you whether a second count is needed53. 

You will not be able to ascertain with certainty which candidates will remain in 
the contest until the CARO has calculated the totals for the whole of the 
combined authority area. Your area may have strong support for a candidate 
that is then eliminated once all the local totals have been collated. This should 
be kept in mind when taking any actions in preparation for the second count. 

You should follow procedures set out earlier in this box in preparation for the 
second count. 

At the end of the second count you must inform the CARO of your local 
totals54. The CARO will then collate the totals for the whole of the combined 
authority area, and add these to the total number of first preference votes 
each of those candidates received. The candidate with the highest total 
number of votes will be declared elected, and the CARO will inform you of the 
result55.  

PCC election with three or more candidates 
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• ballot papers on which a first preference vote was given to one of the 
candidates remaining in the contest – these are not counted again at 
the second count 

• ballot papers rejected at the first count 
• all other ballot papers containing a valid first preference vote, sorted by: 

- those containing a second preference vote for one of the 
continuing candidates, sorted by candidate 

- those containing a second preference vote for a candidate who 
is not continuing in the contest (these do not form part of the 
second count, but the total number of ballot papers should be 
counted for audit purposes and packaged separately) 

- those ballot papers requiring adjudication 
 

 

 

Doubtful ballot papers 
 

 

 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/87712/LOCAL-dealing-with-doubful-ballot-papers-WEB.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-papers-booklet.pdf
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• Local government election - single member wards 
• Local government election - two member wards 
• Local government election - three member wards 
• PCC election with only two candidates 
• PCC election with three or more candidates - standard placemat  
• PCC election – supplementary placemats to support counting assistants 

identifying valid first and second votes - simple allowed and first 
preference only 

 
Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections 

The Commission has also produced a doubtful ballot paper booklet which 
contains examples of allowed and rejected votes and the key principles to be 
followed in the adjudication of doubtful ballot papers at a mayoral election 
conducted using the SV system. 

We have also produced ballot paper placemats of allowed and rejected votes 
for quick reference, one for where there are only two candidates standing and 
one for where there are three or more candidates standing. 

 

 

• always be clear and consistent 
• take time to ensure that a considered decision is given in every case 
• determine whether the intention of the voter clearly appears on the ballot 

paper 
 

 

• consider the whole of the ballot paper 
• consider whether the way a ballot paper has been marked means that 

- at a single-member vacancy local government election and at a 
PCC election with two candidates, a vote for one candidate is 
clearly apparent 

- at a local government election with multi-member vacancies, 
one or more votes for up to the allowed number of candidates 
are clearly apparent 

- at a PCC election with more than two candidates: 
 at the first count, a first preference vote for one candidate 

is clearly apparent  
 at the second count, a second preference vote for one 

candidate is clearly apparent 
 

 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0006/55509/Placemat_single_WEBRES.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0003/55578/Placemat_two_WEBRES.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0008/55592/Placemat_three_WEBRES.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-first-preference-only.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-standard.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-standard.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-first-preference-only.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/PCC-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-first-preference-only.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/146879/MAY-Doubtful-ballot-paper-booklet.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/146880/May-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-two-candidates.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/217840/May-Doubtful-ballot-paper-placemat-three-or-more-candidates.pdf
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• that does not bear the official mark (not the unique identifying mark) 
• on which votes are given for more candidates than the voter is entitled to 

vote for 
• on which anything is written or marked by which the voter can be 

identified (except the printed ballot paper number or other unique 
identifying mark) 

• that is unmarked or void for uncertainty  
 

 

 

Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections 

The legislation provides that you must reject a ballot paper at the first count if 
the ballot paper61:  

• does not contain the official mark  
• contains more than one first preference vote  
• has any writing or mark by which the voter can be identified (except the 

printed ballot paper number or other unique identifying mark), or  
• is unmarked or void for uncertainty as to the first preference vote  
 
Only ballot papers with a valid first preference vote can move forward to the 
second count. At the second count, you must reject a ballot paper if it:  
 
• does not contain the official mark  
• contains more than one second preference vote  
• has any writing or mark by which the voter can be identified (except the 

printed ballot paper number or other unique identifying mark), or  
• is unmarked or void for uncertainty as to the second preference vote  
 

 

• does not bear the official mark (not the unique identifying mark) 
• contains more than one first preference vote 
• has any writing or mark by which the voter can be identified (except the 

printed ballot paper number or other unique identifying mark), or 
• is unmarked  
• is void for uncertainty as to the first preference vote 
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• does not contain the official mark (not the unique identifying mark) 
• contains more than one second preference vote  
• has any writing or mark by which the voter can be identified (except the 

printed ballot paper number or other unique identifying mark) 
• that is unmarked as to the second preference vote 
• void for uncertainty as to the second preference vote 

 
 

65

• elsewhere than in the proper place 
• otherwise than by means of a cross, or 
• by more than one mark 

 

• any ballot paper with anything unusual about it (for example, any ballot 
paper that appears to have been altered, either with a clearly different 
writing instrument or with correction fluid) 

• any ballot paper torn or damaged in any way 
 

 

 

 

Local government elections and a PCC election with only two 
candidates: 
• want of official mark 
• writing or mark by which the voter can be identified 
• unmarked or void for uncertainty 
• on which votes are given  
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- for more than one candidate at a single-member local 
government election and PCC election 

- for more candidates than the voter is entitled to at a multi-
member local government election 

 
PCC election with three or more candidates 
• want of the official mark 
• writing or mark by which voter can be identified 
• void for uncertainty 
• at the first count: 

- voting for more than one candidate as to the first preference 
vote 

- unmarked as to the first preference vote 
• at the second count: 

- voting for more than one candidate as to the second preference 
vote 

- unmarked as to the second preference vote 
 

 

 

70

 

Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections72 

At any mayoral election held under the SV system, a statement of rejected 
ballot papers must be prepared after the first count and, if there is a second 
count, at the end of the second count73.  

The statement to be prepared after the first count must include the total 
number of ballot papers rejected under the following heads:  

a. want of official mark  

b. voting for more than one candidate as to the first preference vote  

c. writing or mark by which the voter can be identified 

d. unmarked or void for uncertainty as to the first preference vote  
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After the second count, the statement to be prepared must include the total 
number of ballot papers rejected at the second count under the following 
heads:  

a. want of official mark  

b. voting for more than one candidate as to the second preference vote  

c. writing or mark by which the voter can be identified 

d. unmarked or void for uncertainty as to the second preference vote 

At a combined authority mayoral election, as soon as practicable after 
completion of the statement of rejected ballot papers for each stage of the 
count, you must inform the CARO of the contents74. 

Cut ballot papers 
 

 

• the intention of the voter is clear 
• none of the grounds for rejection apply 

 
See Chapter 6 of Part D:Absent voting for guidance on how to deal 
with cut ballot papers at postal vote openings. 

 
 

Reconciliation 
 

 

• Check the storage area and check to ensure that all ballot boxes have 
been opened and are empty. 

• Check all floors and surfaces for ballot papers that may have been 
dropped in the count venue. 

• Re-check the verification figures and reconciliation for calculation 
mistakes. 

• Ensure that all rejected ballot papers have been accounted for. 

a 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-10/LGE-PCC%20Part%20D%20-%20Absent%20Voting.pdf
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• Check that all bundles and part bundles have been counted. 
• Consider recounting the ballot papers in the bundles. 

 
 

Reconciliation at a single-member vacancy local government election 
and a PCC election with only two candidates  

 

 

 

Reconciliation at a local government election with multi-member 
vacancies 
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Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections with three or 
more candidates  

At any mayoral election held under the SV system, reconciliation at the end of 
the first count follows the same process as at a single-member vacancy 
election as set out above: the total number of valid first preference votes for 
each candidate should be added to the total number of rejected ballot papers, 
and this total figure should match exactly the figure giving the total number of 
ballot papers obtained at the end of the verification process.  

At the second count, where required, the ballot papers on which a first 
preference vote was given to those candidates who did not remain in the 
contest should equal: the total number of ballot papers containing a valid 
second preference vote, plus the total number of ballot papers containing a 
second preference vote for a candidate not remaining in the contest, plus the 
rejected ballot papers at the second count. 

At a combined authority mayoral election, you must draw up a statement at 
each stage of the count, which you must share with the CARO.76 The CARO 
will advise you of the processes that are in place for considering the 
statements and dealing with requests for recounts.77 

Reconciliation at a PCC election with three or more candidates 
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Provisional result/local totals and 
recounts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local authority mayoral elections 

At mayoral elections held under SV, you should consult candidates and 
agents on the provisional result at the conclusion of each count and seek 
agreement before moving on to the next count or declaring the result, as 
appropriate. You must give candidates and agents sufficient time to digest the 
provisional result before proceeding with the declaration. It is at this point that 
any candidate or election agent may request to have the votes recounted or, 
following a recount, recounted again82. You should also make clear that any 



39 
 

request for a recount relates only to the current count: therefore, at the 
second count, any request for a recount applies only to the second count. 

At the conclusion of each count, there are two statements that you must share 
with any candidates and agents present83. 

At the conclusion of the first count, in addition to the statement of rejected 
ballot papers, you must also draw up a statement to be shared with the 
candidates and agents, showing84: 

• the total number of ballot papers used 
• the total number of rejected ballot papers 
• at an election with three or more candidates, the number of first 

preference votes given for each candidate and the overall total of first 
preference votes given, or 

• at an election with only two candidates, the number of votes given for 
each candidate 

At the conclusion of the second count, in addition to the statement of ballot 
papers rejected at the second count, you must also draw up a statement to be 
shared with those agents whose candidates remain in the contest, showing85: 

• the total number of first preference votes given for each candidate 
• the total number of second preference votes given for each of the 

candidates remaining in the contest after the count of first preferences 
• the total number of votes given for each of those candidates 
• the total number of ballot papers that were: 
 
 - valid as regards the first preference vote given for a candidate who did   
   not remain in the contest 

 - rejected as void or unmarked for uncertainty for the purposes of the 
   count of second preference votes 

To ensure that candidates and agents can satisfy themselves as to the 
accuracy of the second count, you should also include in this statement the 
number of ballot papers that were not included in the second count because 
they contained a second preference vote for a candidate not remaining in the 
contest. 
 
Combined authority mayoral elections 

At the conclusion of each stage of the count, once satisfied, you must inform 
the candidates and agents present of the provisional local totals86. At the 
conclusion of the first count and second count (where required), the 
designated counting agent for each of the candidates may request a recount. 
 
You must also inform the CARO of the provisional local totals and seek 
agreement before moving onto the next count or declaring the local totals, as 
appropriate87. The CARO will advise you of the processes that are in place for 
considering the provisional local total and dealing with requests for recounts.  
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The CARO may direct you to recount the votes after being informed of the 
provisional local total if they have reason to doubt the accuracy of the 
counting of votes in your area88. If a recount has been directed, once that 
recount is complete, the provisional local total process should begin again. 
You should make clear to candidates and agents that first preference votes 
can only be recounted at the first count; only second preference votes can be 
recounted at the second count. 
 
Neighbourhood planning referendums  

There is no legal requirement to share the provisional or final statements with 
any counting observers present, but you should nevertheless inform them of 
the contents, so that they can be satisfied that the count is being conducted in 
a transparent manner and the correct process is being followed.  

If the neighbourhood planning referendum crosses local authority boundaries, 
please contact your local Commission team. 

 

 

 

 

Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections  
At a mayoral election with more than two candidates, first preference votes 
can only be recounted at the first count. You cannot recount the first 
preference votes once the second count has begun. Only the second 
preference votes can be recounted at the second count. 

Neighbourhood planning referendums  
Unlike counting agents at elections, referendum counting observers do not 
have the power to request a recount. 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/contact-us
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Equality of votes  
 

 

 

 

 

• ballot papers, each marked with a vote for one of the candidates with the 
same number of votes, placed in a container, such as an empty ballot 
box, mixed around, and then one drawn by you 

• slips of paper with the candidates’ names on them, placed in sealed 
envelopes, shuffled and then drawn by you 
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 At a PCC election, if two or more candidates at the end of either the first 
count or second count have polled the same number of votes in the voting 
area, there is no requirement for the LRO to draw lots. You should explain to 
the candidates and agents that the totals for the voting area will be 
transmitted to the PARO for inclusion in the calculation of the result for the 
police area.  

Mayoral referendum  

If there is an equality of votes between the two answers, you must decide 
between the two answers by drawing of lots in the same way as if candidates 
were tied for a seat.  
 

Neighbourhood planning referendums  

If there is an equality of votes between the two answers, the result is that 
there is no majority in favour of the making of the plan or order. A statement to 
that effect should be added to the notice of result.  

Local authority and combined authority mayoral elections  

If none of the candidates receives more than 50% of the valid first preference 
votes, the two candidates who received the most first preference votes remain 
in the contest and go forward to the second count. However, if because of an 
equality of first preference votes, three or more candidates are qualified to 
remain in the contest, all of them will go forward to the second count.  

If two or more candidates have the same number of first and second 
preference votes at the end of the second count, you must decide between 
them by drawing lots92. 

Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election, if two or more candidates at the end 
of either the first count or second count have polled the same number of votes 
in your area, there is no requirement for the local RO to draw lots. You should 
explain to the candidates and agents present that the totals for your area will 
be transmitted to the CARO for inclusion in the calculation of the result for the 
whole of the combined authority area. 
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Declaring the results and local totals 
Local government election 

 

Neighbourhood planning referendums  

Where the referendum does not cross local authority boundaries you can 
proceed to the declaration of result as soon as you are satisfied that your 
figures are accurate. After declaring the result, you are required by law to 
inform the Proper Officer of the council of the result of the referendum. You 
are also legally required to give public notice of the result of the referendum, 
the number of ballot papers counted, the total number of votes cast for each 
answer and the number of rejected ballot papers separated into each reason 
for rejection. 
 
Where the referendum does cross local authority boundaries, please speak to 
your local Commission team. 

Combined authority mayoral elections  

At a combined authority mayoral election you must prepare a provisional 
statement at the conclusion of each count.  
 
At the first count, this provisional statement must include the total number of 
first preference votes, the number of first preference votes given for each 
candidate, the total number of ballot papers used and the number of rejected 
ballot papers under each heading96. This statement must be forwarded to the 
CARO. 
  
At the second count, this provisional statement must include the number of 
second preference votes given to each remaining candidate and the number 
of rejected votes under each heading97. This statement must be forwarded to 
the CARO. 
 

Once instructed to do so by the CARO, you must draw up a final statement for 
each stage and make a declaration of the local totals and the details of 
rejected ballot papers under each head98.

PCC election
 As LRO, you must prepare a statement at the conclusion of each 

count99.  At the first count, this statement must include 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/contact-us
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 given

100. At the second count

101. You must 
provide each statement to the PARO and declare the local totals at the end of 
each count once you have been authorised to do so by the PARO102.

 

• Decide on the exact location in the venue where public announcements 
and declarations will take place and who will be on the platform at these 
times. The platform should be accessible for all those who need to get 
up on it. You could make use of display boards to provide a suitable 
backdrop for the announcement of results/local totals. 

• Any announcement equipment should be in place and checked before 
the proceedings begin. 

• Double-check that the result/local total is accurate, and that it is written 
in the form of words for oral delivery in order to avoid any errors. You 
may need to repeat the declaration so that those in attendance are able 
to hear the detail clearly, particularly where there is noise from those 
attending.  

• You should take steps to provide media representatives in attendance 
with a written copy of the results at the time the announcement is made 
as this will help them to ensure that their transmission of figures is 
accurate. 

 
 

 

 

Further guidance on giving public notice after the elections is provided 
in Part F – After the declaration of results.  
 

 
 

A 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/LGE-PCC-Part-F-After-the-declaration-of-the-results.pdf
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Combined authority mayoral elections 

At a combined authority mayoral election, the CARO will give notice of the 
person elected to the Proper Officer of the combined authority. Further 
guidance on giving public notice after the election is provided in our Guidance 
for CAROs: Delivery of key processes. 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/CAM-Guidance-delivery-of-key-processes-for-CAROs.pdf
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/CAM-Guidance-delivery-of-key-processes-for-CAROs.pdf
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11 SI 2006/3004 Rule 44(7) and SI 2012/1917 Rule 51(7). 
12 Section 6F(7)(c) PPERA. 
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