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Draft performance standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
Consultation paper 
 
The AEA North West Management Board considered the draft performance standards for 
Returning Officers in Great Britain consultation document at its meeting held on 7th 
October 2011and the following issues were raised:- 
 
Performance standard 1a: Planning for an election 
 
Proposal:- That the submission date for ROs to submit their election project plans and risk 
registers for performance standard 1a for elections in 2013 onwards will be not later than 
December for elections being held the following May. 
 
Comment:- Due to time constraints prior to and following the publication of the Electoral 
Register on 1st December together with preparation work for the annual postal refresh it is 
recommended that the submission date should be the middle of January.  
 
Performance standard 2a: Polling station set-up  
 
Proposal:- Ensure that when allocating electors and staff to polling stations you have regard 
to Electoral Commission guidance. 
 
Comment:- Feedback from administrators following on from their evaluation process on the 
Referendum clearly indicate that the requirement for additional poll clerks not only created an 
additional administrative burden but that in most cases the requirement to appoint additional 
staff had little or no impact on the performance of the poll. 
 
If EC staffing guidance is not used will the RO be classed as not reaching the required 
performance standard irrespective as to whether the elections had been successfully 
administered?   
  
If EC staffing proposals are implemented local authorities will be faced with a significantly 
increased budget at a time when we are being asked to make substantial savings. 
 
It is suggested that staffing levels should be the sole responsibility of ROs who have the local 
knowledge of voter turn-out in their areas and that they should not have to provide 
examples of any instances where they have taken an alternative approach to EC guidance 
 
Proposal:- Ensure that all polling station staff are trained to set-up polling stations. 
 
Comment:- The proposals focus on the set-up of the polling station and should be 
expanded to cover the full training of staff in the election process (who is eligible to vote; who 
is permitted in the polling station; administrative processes, health and safety issues etc)  
 
Performance standard 2b: Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
 
Proposal:- Ensure that a process is in place for proof-checking ballot papers as they are 
being printed 
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Comment:- This proposal is not reasonable. It is unlikely (on health and safety grounds 
alone) that printers would permit administrators to observe the printing process. Other 
methods are already used by administrators to ensure that ballot papers are printed correctly 
(live pdf proof checks --- physical checks on receipt of ballot papers)   
 
Proposal:- Ensure a process is in place for proof-checking poll cards as they are being 
printed.   
 
Comment:- As above 
 
Performance standard 2c: Candidates and agents 
 
Proposal:- Ensure that candidates and/or election agents are issued with written guidance 
on the election process, including local arrangements. 
 
Comment:- The EC guidance produced for candidates and agents was poor in comparison 
to previous years. The various candidate and agent guidance documents (accessed via web 
links) received negative feedback from candidates, election agents and electoral 
administrators.  
 
The EC are requested to revert to the previous format for the ‘guidance for candidates and 
agents’ and make the document available on their web site in order that it can be down-
loaded and printed by local authorities.  
 
Performance standard 3a: Producing postal vote stationery. 
Proposal:-Ensure a process is in place for proof-checking postal vote stationery as it is 
being printed 
 
Comment:- As at 2b 
 
General 
 
The format for monitoring performance in ‘real time’ is preferred and more useful than 
submitting performance standards after the election. 
 
Some of the EC proposals resemble directions which are not within the ECs remit.  
 
The EC background paper from when performance standards were originally introduced 
states- 


2.6 The Commission has never been given powers to direct EROs and ROs in the 
exercise of their statutory duties. As such, the performance standards provisions of the 
EAA are not equivalent to a performance management system – rather, they provide a 
basis for performance monitoring on a local and national basis. 
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THE ASSOCIATION OF ELECTORAL  
 


ADMINISTRATORS 
 


 
Formal response to the consultation by the Electoral Commission 
on draft performance standards for Returning Officers in Great 


Britain 


 
1. Introduction 


1.1. The Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA) was founded in 1987 and has 


since established itself as a professional body to represent the interests of 


electoral administrators in the United Kingdom. It is a non-governmental and 


non-partisan body and has 1685 members, the majority of whom are 


employed by local authorities to provide electoral registration and election 


services. 


1.2.  The AEA encourages and provides education and training in electoral 


administration, in addition to a range of commercial and professional services. 


1.3. The key aims of the AEA are to: 


a. contribute positively to electoral reform within the UK; 


b. foster the advancement of consistent and efficient administration of 


electoral registration and the conduct of elections in the UK; 


c. raise the profile of electoral administration both within the UK and 


internationally; 


d. enhance and maintain the AEA‟s reputation as the leading professional body 


for electoral administrators within the UK. 


1.4. The AEA supports and advocates two key principles set out by Gould1 in his 


report on the 2007 elections in Scotland, namely that: 


 all those with a role in organising elections should consider the voters‟ 


interests above all other considerations; and  


 electoral legislation should not be applied to any election held within six 


months of the new provision coming into force. 


1.5. In this paper we respond to the consultation by the Electoral Commission on 


draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain. We 


welcome the opportunity to comment on the proposed standards, and we 


                                                           
1 Independent Review of Scottish Parliamentary and Local Government Elections, Ron Gould, 2007. 
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make some constructive suggestions as to ways in which the proposed 


standards could be improved.  


1.6. We note the suggested questions for consideration set out in paragraph 2.10 


of the consultation paper: 


 Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant 


to, and reasonably within, the responsibility of ROs in the conduct of their 


statutory duties? 


 Are there any other areas of the RO‟s remit that we have not covered, and 


which can be measured? 


 Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for 


clear, objective assessment criteria? 


 Does the „data/evidence required‟ section outline appropriate and sufficient 


evidence to justify whether an RO has met the performance standard? 


 Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 


1.7. We provide our views on these areas within the response below, making 


reference to specific standards where relevant and to the separately issued 


extracts from proposed Electoral Commission guidance (issued in Alert 162). 


2. Overarching principles and issues 


2.1. As the professional body representing electoral administrators, the AEA has 


long supported the principle and practice of performance improvement. The 


AEA believes that voters should receive a consistently high quality service 


wherever they are within the United Kingdom and we support this through 


training and education for electoral administrators and Returning Officers.  


2.2. Consistency has to be seen in the context of a highly devolved structure for 


elections in the UK involving separate statutory Returning Officers, different 


local staffing and resourcing arrangements (local authorities are not in 


themselves uniform nor are they required to be), in partnership with an 


indeterminate number of separate private contractors. What constitutes a 


high-quality service in one area may not be appropriate in another because of 


differences in geography and demographics.  


2.3. What we should be able to achieve is agreement on the key characteristics and 


principles that deliver positive outcomes for voters. 


2.4. A key principle of any performance framework is that it should provide 


management information and feedback that enables the relevant officers and 


organisations to do things differently in order to improve performance. The 
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Local Government Improvement and Development Agency definition is as 


follows: 


“Taking action in response to actual performance to make outcomes for 


users and the public better than they would otherwise be"2. 


2.5. In the delivery of elections, this has to be seen in the specific context of a 


highly regulated environment where most processes and outputs are 


prescribed in legislation. In addition, elections are delivered by statutory 


officers with individual and personal responsibility for that delivery. The 


Electoral Commission has a separate and distinct statutory role in relation to 


performance which we address below. 


2.6. The AEA notes the Electoral Commission‟s stated intention to start to focus on 


outcomes rather than the completion of process and welcomes the clarity 


provided by stating the principles underpinning the approach to performance 


standards. Paragraph 3.2 sets out three key principles for each election, 


namely: 


 Participation: it should be straightforward for people to participate in our 


elections, whether campaigning or voting; and people should be confident 


that their voice counts 


 Trust: people should be able to trust the way our elections work 


 No undue influence: there should be no undue influence in the way our 


elections work. 


2.7. The general intention of the principles reflects that of previously issued aims 


and principles for elections, although “people should be confident that their 


voice counts” may be taken to be a reference to a particular type of voting 


system (e.g. proportional as against majoritarian) rather than a general 


reference to that person‟s vote being counted. The Electoral Commission may 


wish to consider revising that particular choice of words.  


2.8. Each standard then has an aim which is intended to set out how the Returning 


Officer‟s performance in particular should support these principles. This is 


necessary given that some elements of the principles are very broad and non-


specific in terms of the expectations on individual Returning Officers to deliver 


these principles. There is a distinction to be made between the role of the 


electoral framework (e.g. legislation, funding etc.) as distinct from the officers 


who deliver elections within it, and indeed others, such as candidates, agents 


and political parties, who also operate within the electoral system and have a 


role in such matters as integrity, for example.  


                                                           
2
 http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=4405770  



http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/core/page.do?pageId=4405770
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2.9. If there is general acceptance of these key principles, they should be applied 


also to performance standards for Electoral Registration Officers. For the sake 


of continuity and clarity the wording should not be changed unless there is a 


pressing and agreed need to do so. 


2.10. However, having said that the standards are intended to be more „outcome 


focused‟, there remains a considerable emphasis on what might be described 


as „tick box‟ completion of tasks and processes. There are additional burdens 


in the draft standards from those issued for the referendums and other 


elections in 2011 in that there is an increased requirement to provide 


explanations or to provide „details‟ of specific arrangements.  


2.11. In many cases it is not specified as to what level of detail is required - 


therefore creating the potential for a lack of clarity as to expectations and 


inconsistency in terms of reporting and assessment. This, in turn, has the 


potential danger of a Returning Officer being asked to provide more 


information at a crucial point in the delivery of an election. It is indicated that 


the guidance will set out in more detail what Returning Officers must do in 


order to meet the standards. Does this include the level of detail to be 


included in reporting? We would have expected this kind of information to be 


on the face of the standards and believe that the standards document should 


be amended to include this information. 


2.12. We note at paragraph 3.5 of the consultation paper that the draft standards 


contain requirements that „must‟ be met in order to meet the standard. This 


indicates clearly a „pass‟ or „fail‟ scenario. 


2.13. There is little in the draft standards that looks qualitatively at what is being 


delivered. A requirement to produce information in writing doesn‟t necessarily 


mean that it is either accurate or helpful. In most cases it will be, and there 


will be many examples of really excellent materials that ought to enable a 


Returning Officer to be deemed to have delivered „above standard‟. 


2.14. The previous framework had established three assessment levels namely, not 


meeting the standard, at or meeting the standard, and above the standard. 


The AEA is concerned at the removal from the revised standards of any 


opportunity for a Returning Officer to exceed the standard - in other words, to 


demonstrate innovation and excellence in service delivery. 


3. Performance standard or direction? 


3.1. We are concerned that the standards as currently drafted require in many 


instances use of Electoral Commission designed materials and templates, or to 


require processes to be delivered to specific timescales not set out or required 


in legislation. That, of itself, raises questions of principle about the need or 
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requirement for actions to be taken which have not been prescribed or, 


indeed, are in excess of those prescribed by Parliament. It could be argued 


that such an approach creates an unnecessary and additional risk to the 


proper conduct of elections in this country.  


3.2. The Electoral Commission‟s power3 is to direct officers to provide reports 


regarding their level of performance against the standards. The Electoral 


Commission does not have a power to direct Returning Officers in how they 


undertake their statutory duties. The guidance and templates should be 


advisory as is appropriate in the context of the decentralised arrangement for 


elections in Great Britain. Using these alongside the standards to set 


requirements blurs the boundaries of responsibility for decision making in 


respect of an election and renders the status of such „guidance‟ ambiguous. It 


also raises serious questions about who or what is accountable for those 


decisions given the legal framework within which elections are conducted. 


3.3. In addition, we are not clear how these standards are intended to work with 


the separate responsibility of other statutory officers who do have a power of 


direction, such as the GLRO, PAROs and EROs. It may be that, for perfectly 


pragmatic and justifiable reasons, those officers disagree with, for example, 


the proposed timings contained in these standards and direct accordingly. A 


similar scenario might occur in relation to election stationery and the use of 


Electoral Commission templates. 


3.4. Whilst the standards provide for Returning Officers to provide explanations as 


to why they have used their own materials or delivered processes to different 


timescales, the emphasis of the standards is to set requirements as if these 


were legal requirements with more weight than the requirements of the 


relevant election rules or regulations. This approach seems to suggest 


therefore that the election law in allowing some degree of flexibility is in some 


way defective or deficient. The AEA does not generally believe that to be the 


case. 


3.5. The standards assume that the materials and timings are in fact the ideal or 


preferred approach to which all Returning Officers should aspire. They do not 


properly acknowledge that there are many excellent materials that Returning 


Officers currently use, or that the Returning Officer‟s decision may be the 


better/ safer one in the particular circumstances facing that officer in the 


conduct of his / her duties.  


3.6. We cannot find within the standards any “clear, objective assessment criteria” 


for how alternative approaches to those set out in the standards will be 


judged. In order for Returning Officers and electoral administrators to have 


                                                           
3
 Section 67 of the Electoral Administration Act 2006, inserts Section 9B into PPERA. 
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confidence in the process of assessment, any criteria to be used in assessing 


„exceptions‟ should indeed be clear, objective and should be on the basis of a 


consensus.  


3.7. This approach could lead to a potentially confusing situation in which a 


Returning Officer could deliver a perfectly legal election using tried and tested 


materials and arrangements, in which participants have confidence in the 


outcome and yet fail to meet specific performance standards because he/she 


did not use Electoral Commission templates or timings. This would surely 


undermine the performance standards framework and confidence in its ability 


to deliver anything of relevance or value to the electoral process.  


3.8. In addition, the potential for this framework to de-motivate and de-skill 


electoral administrators should not be underestimated. Returning Officers and 


their staff may feel that in reality they are being constrained rather than 


supported to deliver a well-run election. In some cases, this could introduce 


risk into the process. We set out some examples in our detailed comments 


below. 


3.9. Through emphasising an adherence to templates and specified dates, the 


standards could be seen to discourage any variation or innovation. In other 


words, the standards encourage and support uniformity - a „one-size-fits-all‟ 


approach - rather than consistency. An alternative approach would be to 


identify clear and agreed outcomes and to seek a high quality of service 


delivery in accordance with principles, supported by good practice guidance 


and resources but allowing flexibility in how this is achieved. The standards 


and guidance should support the effective use of local knowledge and take 


account of local circumstances.  


4. Real time monitoring, intervention and reporting 


4.1. The move to „real time‟ monitoring of performance against standards is a 


significant shift, and one that is designed to enable the Electoral Commission 


to make interventions. It was first used for the polls in 2011 within the context 


of an event for which the Chief Counting Officer had ultimate responsibility for 


the conduct of the referendum and had the power to issue directions as to how 


the poll or, where combined, the polls were to be delivered. 


4.2. In our report on the referendums and elections in 2011, we provided feedback 


on the new approach to monitoring performance adopted by the Electoral 


Commission. We noted that in adopting a „real time‟ approach to monitoring 


performance, it was indicated that the aim was to achieve a balance between 


sufficient assurances that directions were being followed across the board, and 


ensuring that Counting Officer resources were not diverted from the 


administration of the poll.  
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4.3. Our findings indicated that there were a range of views expressed by 


administrators as to the impact of the „real time‟ monitoring in terms of being 


an additional burden at key points in the election timetable, but that advanced 


notice of the deadlines for reporting would have assisted the process. Some 


administrators clearly had to make a choice between providing a return and 


getting on with delivering the polls.  


4.4. Having supplied the data as requested, many administrators were concerned 


that they had not received any feedback at all on their performance.  


4.5. We expressed the view that the key issues to be addressed were in what way, 


to what extent, and at what cost the approach taken to the use of the power 


of direction and performance monitoring delivered the benefits and outcomes 


being sought in terms of consistency and „a good experience for all voters„, 


(although we noted that this „experience‟ was not necessarily clearly defined). 


4.6. We indicated that we do not undertake public opinion research and that we 


therefore look forward to the findings of that undertaken by the Electoral 


Commission. It is hoped that this will clearly set out the levels of voter 


satisfaction with and confidence in the administration of the polls and enable 


all involved in electoral administration to understand how far it is possible to 


attribute these to the approach taken by the Chief Counting Officer. That 


information is not available at the time of writing and so we are unable to 


include any learning from that data in this response.  


4.7. Similarly, we were not able to report on the impact of any interventions and 


understand that this will be provided in the Electoral Commission‟s 


forthcoming report on the administration of the referendum and other polls in 


2011. We believe that these issues represent a deficiency in the timing of the 


publication of this consultation and/or the timing of publication of the Electoral 


Commission‟s statutory report. The latter should have advised the former. 


4.8. In addition, from reading the consultation paper, it is not clear what a future 


overarching performance standards report or individual assessment of a 


Returning Officer‟s performance will look like, or how a Returning Officer will 


be able to use that information to inform future planning and to achieve 


improvement. However, we welcome the commitment in the consultation 


paper for the first report (whatever form it may take) to be published by mid-


July in respect of the May 2012 elections. 


4.9. It would be helpful if the Electoral Commission could clarify what kind of 


reporting will be published and what information is to be made available to 


individual Returning Officers regarding the assessment of their performance. 


4.10. Our primary concerns about applying this „interventional‟ approach are that: 
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 The responsibility for an election rests with the Returning Officer and not 


with the Electoral Commission; 


 The effectiveness of any intervention given the timescales involved (and 


proposed in the draft standards) and that events will already be „live‟ and in 


progress when some of the performance data is to be returned; 


 The potential for the increased reporting burden to impact on the ability of 


electoral staff to safely deliver the election. 


4.11. With the increasing trend for holding multiple events on the same day with 


complex combination issues, monitoring during an extremely pressurised 


election timetable may be counter-productive in terms of the possibility of 


having a detrimental impact on the conduct of the poll. We are not clear how 


this approach fits with the current direction of travel in terms of reducing 


burdens within local government in the light of the overall public sector 


financial climate and the light touch being introduced by the Government. 


Whilst the Returning Officer is an independent officer in law, he/she relies on 


the local authority to provide sufficient resources to deliver their 


responsibilities. 


4.12. Intervention during an election clearly brings with it a number of risks, 


particularly in terms of changing arrangements at a late stage in a wider 


planning and delivery process involving significant resource and logistical 


challenges, including working with a number of internal and external partners.  


4.13. Should those risks materialise either in terms of an error in materials or 


arrangements amended at a late stage, this would surely have a damaging 


impact on „trust in the way our elections work‟. It could potentially also impact 


on a person‟s ability to participate in that election. 


4.14. If the burden of reporting, and / or the intervention causes any election to fail, 


what support will the relevant Returning Officer be able to expect from the 


Electoral Commission given the legal status of Returning Officers and the 


complex nature of any legal challenges to election results, and given that the 


Returning Officer is usually a respondent to election petitions? Will the 


Electoral Commission indemnify Returning Officers in such situations? 


5. Accessible voter facing materials 


5.1. Returning Officers and their staff have worked with election printing and 


software companies over many years in order to develop materials, learning 


from each iteration of a product in order to improve it. Significantly, voters 


gain familiarity with the format of the materials presented to them in 
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successive elections (a point recognised in „Making your mark‟4, in terms of 


consistency of presentation).  


5.2. We support clear and accessible materials and believe that those prescribed in 


legislation should set the standard and we have called on the UK Government 


to review and test all prescribed materials accordingly. This would be a major 


piece of work requiring careful and detailed consideration, testing and 


consultation with voters, electoral administrators, and print and software 


suppliers. Any additional burdens should then be funded. However, these 


standards are being set within the context of materials as currently prescribed. 


5.3. The production of election stationery is a complex process involving a number 


of (at times competing) requirements and constraints, including the 


requirement to include statutory wording and information, accessibility issues, 


the use of variable data and multiple print processes, and production costs in 


providing value for money. We set out a range of issues at length in our 2011 


report, including comments on the quality of the templates provided. 


6. Planning and organisation 


1a - Planning for an election 


6.1. The consultation paper sets out that the publication of the final performance 


standards following this consultation will be in December 2011, „in order to 


give ROs sufficient time to incorporate the standards into their planning for the 


May 2012 elections‟ (paragraph 2.7).  


6.2. The status of Electoral Commission planning templates needs to be clarified. It 


should not be a requirement for Returning Officers to use these documents as 


many have their own project management and risk management software and 


documentation. 


6.3. The AEA supports a project planning approach to running elections. For this to 


work effectively, information about any requirements must be available to 


Returning Officers in good time for them to incorporate it into their planning 


processes. It is for this reason that we support the Gould principle of six 


months for any changes to electoral legislation. Where the performance 


standards seek to include requirements as to how a Returning Officer is to 


conduct the election, including specified templates and dates for completion of 


tasks, we believe that these should be available six months before the date of 


the poll to which they apply. 


                                                           
4 Making your mark - Good practice for designing voter materials: guidance for electoral administrators; The Electoral 
Commission;  http://www.dopolitics.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/80804/Making-Your-Mark-Design-Guidance-For-
Electoral-Administrators.pdf  



http://www.dopolitics.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/80804/Making-Your-Mark-Design-Guidance-For-Electoral-Administrators.pdf

http://www.dopolitics.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/80804/Making-Your-Mark-Design-Guidance-For-Electoral-Administrators.pdf
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6.4. The timings for return of data also in effect set a number of dates by which 


certain activities should be completed. We comment on those in relation to 


specific points in the election timetable in respect of specific standards below. 


However, the dates for returning information about arrangements that are 


being put in place in advance of the election does not allow a Returning Officer 


the scope to plan their work in the way that addresses their priorities 


according to the poll or polls that they will be delivering. 


6.5. It would be helpful if the Electoral Commission could explain the rationale that 


underpins the choice of dates in relation to the specific reporting requirements. 


For example, why is it necessary to have information about arrangements for 


the informal checks on nomination papers by 24 February? Could this not sit 


with the other „candidates and agents‟ activity being reported by 16 March?  


6.6. It should be noted as a general point that planning in respect of elections 


begins with the review and lessons learned meeting following the elections in 


any year; planning in respect of booking suitable venues for electoral events 


may need to be done up to a year in advance; and planning for election 


documents is usually well underway if not complete by December of the year 


before an election. 


6.7. In addition, local government budgets in respect of their elections will have 


already been set and any standards or „interventions‟ requiring additional 


expenditure or resources to deliver will be unattainable for some Returning 


Officers in respect of elections in May 2012. Does that mean that these 


Returning Officers will be assessed as failing? Any such costs would need to be 


factored into the next budget planning process. In any event, all expenditure 


is being questioned and scrutinised in order to find cost savings. 


6.8. It is clear that neither the standards nor the guidance and templates on which 


they rely will be published by six months before the date of elections in May 


2012.  


6.9. In any event, it is vital that the Electoral Commission meets the timings it has 


set out in the consultation paper and that the templates, materials and 


guidance are delivered according to any commitments made. Given the 


emphasis on Returning Officers having regard to or using these in order to 


meet standards, any late delivery could impact on an officer‟s ability to meet a 


particular standard. 


7. Administering the poll 


2a - Polling station set-up 


7.1. This standard requires evidence of assessment regarding access issues. This is 


a requirement of the statutory review process required to have been carried 
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out this year by local authorities. Is the Electoral Commission proposing that 


Returning Officers should provide an additional level of assessment and 


reporting to that already undertaken by the local authority? In this respect the 


separate statutory responsibilities are not recognised clearly in the standard. 


7.2. The standard requires Returning Officers to have regard to Electoral 


Commission guidance in allocating electors and staff to polling stations. The 


guidance sets out ratios which are recommended as „minimum‟ levels. This 


takes no account of any local or specific circumstances or of innovative 


solutions to such provision in order to make the best use of available venues 


with which voters are familiar. The level of recording required to justify any 


variation from these ratios has the potential to be disproportionate and to 


create a significant additional burden.   


7.3. The standard should be redrafted to recognise that bare numbers do not 


address all of the issues facing Returning Officers in providing accessible, well-


run and effective polling stations within the constraints of polling places, 


available venues and staff.  


7.4. The AEA has already highlighted the issue of lack of suitable premises to use 


as polling stations, and the fact that the designation of these by the Returning 


Officer is effectively constrained by the designation of polling places by the 


local authority. 


7.5. The „Guidance for voters‟ and „Instructions for voters‟ are both statutory 


notices. We are unclear as to the benefit of the requirement to supply copies 


of these statutory notices. Clarity as to how these notices will be assessed is 


essential. If the Returning Officer has provided notices that comply with 


statutory requirements, it cannot be right that they fail this standard.  


7.6. If the templates require these notices to be produced in a particular size or 


layout and it is this aspect which is to be assessed, we received feedback 


following the polls in 2011 that the larger sizes specified in the templates 


issued for those polls required specialised printing arrangements and did not 


necessarily fit well within all venues. Where a Returning Officer is able to 


provide the larger sizes or produces notices giving directions to voters in 


multiple languages or in pictorial format, these could be assessed as being 


above standard. 


2b - Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 


7.7. The aim is to provide all materials in accessible formats that are easy for 


voters to use and understand. In order to achieve this aim, the standard 


requires that poll cards should be produced in accordance with the legislation 


and any example templates that the Electoral Commission has issued. In 
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meeting the statutory requirements for this prescribed form, it would not 


necessarily result in an entirely accessible poll card. Where wording is 


prescribed there is very little room for deviation. So, in this context, how is 


„accessible‟ defined? Furthermore, should a Returning Officer who has 


complied with the statutory requirement be deemed to have failed the 


standard for what is essentially a failing of the prescribed form? 


7.8. Within the constraints of prescription, many administrators have produced 


well-designed poll cards including maps and other additional information to 


help voters with relevant local information.  


7.9. The qualities that are more likely to make a poll card accessible could be 


defined within the standard (as in „Making your mark‟) in terms of a number of 


characteristics such as balancing text and graphics (e.g. map), not using 


overly long blocks of text, universal and consistent style and language (where 


possible), using a sans-serif font etc. These could be achieved through using 


Commission templates or they could equally be achieved through materials 


designed by the Returning Officer and his/ her printer.  


7.10. Within this context, the standard could identify those characteristics of design 


and delivery that enable a Returning Officer to meet the standard, and those 


that enable him/ her to excel and be above standard. 


7.11. The outcome being sought is not to achieve use of a template but to 


encourage and support a voter-focused and accessible approach to the design 


and production of the materials within the constraints of the legislation and 


which deliver value for money. 


7.12. This standard also contains a requirement to „ensure that a process is in place 


for proof-checking poll cards as they are being printed‟. The same requirement 


is contained in standard 3a in respect of the production of postal vote 


stationery. We strongly urge the Electoral Commission to reconsider the 


wording of this requirement as currently it may not be appropriate or 


practicable in every circumstance, and in fact may introduce risk into the 


printing process. It suggests that print runs should be interrupted in order to 


sample check the printed materials.  


7.13. Whilst requiring evidence of robust arrangements for checking both proofs and 


the printed materials being issued, the standard should allow sufficient 


flexibility for Returning Officers to make arrangements that are appropriate to 


their circumstances. It should be recognised that Returning Officers may use 


printers located some significant distance from their area particularly given 


that there is a limited number of printers capable of undertaking specialised 


electoral work. Electoral administrators have found a number of ways to 


achieve some assurance as to the quality of printed materials in such 
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circumstances. The important point is for the Returning Officer to have 


systems in place to identify errors in stationery before it is despatched to 


voters. 


7.14. The requirement to ensure that the first issue of poll cards are despatched by 


a date specified in Electoral Commission guidance is highly questionable. The 


legislation provides for flexibility in that a Returning Officer is required to issue 


poll cards as soon as practicable after publication of notice of election. The 


date to be included in Electoral Commission „guidance‟ is not later than 24 


working days before polling day, therefore potentially allowing only one day 


for the first issue of poll cards to be despatched. 


7.15. Additionally, the standard needs to be clear about what is meant by 


„despatched‟. If it means handed over to Royal Mail for despatch this does not 


necessarily mean that all the poll cards will be delivered within a day or so of 


that date. In some cases, Returning Officers use their own staff to deliver poll 


cards, so what does „despatch‟ mean in that context? In practical terms, both 


delivery mechanisms will usually result in poll cards being delivered over a 


number of days and we would not want the standard to preclude this 


possibility. Printers and Royal Mail (or local authority staff) may well not be 


able to cope with a single day despatch for all of their customers.  


7.16. We recognise the intent of ensuring that key information about the election 


included on the poll card is communicated to voters. However, the primary 


purpose of a poll card is to notify voters of a poll in their area and about 


arrangements for voting including the possibility of using absent voting. It 


should be noted that there may be uncontested wards or divisions at local 


elections and the requirement to send the poll card at -24 would then require 


a further communication to notify electors that there was no contest and 


therefore no poll. This is not currently envisaged by or provided for in electoral 


law. It also incurs a further cost burden when financial resources are under 


considerable pressure.  


7.17. This standard also requires a copy of the notice of election and notice of poll, 


with (we assume) a preference for a link to where these are published on the 


local authority website. We assume this is intended (a) as a check that the 


Returning Officer has carried out his statutory responsibilities, and (b) to check 


the „accessibility‟ of the notices. We would question whether (a) is necessary 


given that, if a Returning Officer fails to meet their statutory duties, they are 


in breach of official duty. If that is the case, what action does the Electoral 


Commission intend to take in respect of that information? In terms of 


assessing (b), what criteria will be applied?  
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2c - Candidates and agents 


7.18. The practice of providing an informal check of a candidate‟s nomination paper 


is not contained in or required by electoral law. It is an element of good 


practice that has now become widespread to the benefit of the electoral 


process. It can only be properly achieved where there is time to do so and 


where a candidate brings in their papers in person. Therefore, it may be an 


activity that better defines an „above‟ standard authority rather than making it 


a requirement in order to meet the standard. Timing of the activity is also 


critical as it is essential that there is a consistent and even-handed approach 


throughout the period for the submission and nominations. 


7.19. The standards should not ask for something that is at odds with the Electoral 


Commission‟s approach to guidance. For example, the approach to the 


provision of guidance for candidates and agents is not to produce this in paper 


format but to provide it via the Electoral Commission website with embedded 


links designed to aid navigability within the various guidance modules.  


7.20. Whilst we understand that measures have been taken to enable the modules 


complete with the appropriate links to be printed, the general approach does 


not fit readily with the requirement in standard 2c for Returning Officers to 


provide „written guidance‟ on the election processes as well as on local 


arrangements. Clearly, for this requirement to be included in the standard, the 


Electoral Commission must consider it important that candidates and agents 


are provided with information in that format at that time. 


7.21. If by „election process‟ we are to take a narrow definition of this to mean the 


processes that the candidates and agents can attend (rather than the entire 


process of standing for election and campaigning etc), this information is 


contained mainly in Part 4 of the proposed suite of modules.  


7.22. No doubt, the Commission would want to see their guidance issued for reasons 


of consistency. However, would the Commission be satisfied for this part alone 


to be included in the nomination information packs or would the Commission 


expect all parts of the guidance to be included?  


7.23. If required to meet the standard, local printing of the relevant parts would 


involve an additional cost and time commitment for Returning Officers. Or, 


would it be sufficient for the Returning Officer to simply provide a printed list 


of the parts including the website location alongside written information about 


local arrangements?  


7.24. The practical consequence of not having the full candidates and agents 


guidance in a format that can be included in nomination packs is that 


Returning Officers will receive additional enquiries, in particular from 
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independent candidates. There is also an issue which relates to the digital 


divide question. Is it appropriate that all candidates and agents regardless of 


their knowledge, experience and background should be forced to obtain 


information and guidance about the election process and their part in it solely 


by reference to a website? 


8. Absent voting 


3a - Producing postal voting stationery and 3b - Issuing of postal votes 


8.1. The date to be specified in guidance (-9) as the latest date by which Returning 


Officers must ensure that they have undertaken the first issue of postal votes 


may not be practicable. This allows just two days following the deadline for 


postal vote applications at -11. This allows little time to achieve what is 


undoubtedly a complex and specialist print job and allows no time for any 


contingency should any problems occur. Similarly, it takes little account of the 


capacity of the industry to deliver this work within two days given that many 


printers will have a number of customers. Rushing what is a complex job to 


meet an arbitrary deadline not specified in legislation may introduce further 


risk into the process.  


8.2. Clearly, Returning Officers want to issue postal votes to voters as quickly as 


possible, but more flexibility is needed to reflect the realities of a wide range 


of circumstances. For example, is this to be the date regardless of how many 


polls are combined which will clearly impact on the complexity of the postal 


voting packs being issued? Does the proposed timing take account of the need 


to remove any packs subject to cancellation or change or to ensure sufficient 


quality checks are undertaken? Similarly, is it to be applied regardless of the 


number of postal votes a Returning Officer is issuing? If the Electoral 


Commission, on the basis of feedback to this consultation, is minded to retain 


the latest date for the first issue of postal votes, moving this deadline by even 


one working day (to -8) would be safer and more realistic. 


8.3. The guidance on which this standard relies will need to be amended to take 


account of changes currently proposed to the election timetable. 


8.4. Please note also our comments in respect of the production and despatch of 


poll cards above, and our general comments about the use of Electoral 


Commission templates. 


3c - Receiving and opening postal votes 


8.5. Most Returning Officers verify the identifiers on 100% of postal votes returned 


despite the legal requirement for a minimum of 20%. The UK Government has 


indicated an intention to legislate for 100% checking, where practicable (to 


allow for the possibility of technical difficulties). Therefore, the standard should 
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be to check 100% (where practicable). It is difficult to envisage an above 


standard in respect of this particular element. 


8.6. However, this is a process which candidates, agents and observers can attend. 


Even though in many cases they do not, it is important that the Returning 


Officer supports these observers in understanding the process that they are 


witnessing. Activities meriting an above standard rating might be to provide 


written information as to the process to be followed (including in relevant 


languages), providing a dedicated information person and / or large size 


monitors to ensure that those entitled to observe the process of checking 


identifiers can follow it clearly and easily and understand the decisions being 


taken. 


9. Verifying and counting the votes 


4a - Effective verification and count processes 


9.1. Activities meriting an above standard rating might be to provide to those 


attending a printed guide to the count including an explanation of processes, 


simple layout plans, information about who they can approach for information 


during the count etc. There are some excellent examples of such guides 


produced by Returning Officers.  


9.2. Similarly, the provision of written guidance to count supervisors and count 


staff might also merit an above standard rating. 


10. After the declaration of results 


5a - Forwarding, storage and disposal of documents 


10.1. Disposal is not properly a matter for the Returning Officer, nor does the 


standard set out any evidence for this (which would be outside of the 


timeframes for reporting in any event). The reference to disposal from the title 


of this standard should be removed. 


5b - Review of election procedures 


10.2. We note the linkage to standard 1a in terms of planning to do the evaluation. 


However, there is no clear reference in standard 1a for project plans to reflect 


learning from the previous electoral events although this is assumed by 5b. It 


should be recognised that the last electoral event may not, in itself, provide 


the most appropriate learning for the forthcoming election. For example, in 


planning to deliver a UK Parliamentary general election regard will also need to 


be had to the last general election delivered not simply to whichever election 


was conducted in the previous year. 
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The Electoral Commission’s consultation on Draft Performance Standards for 


Returning Officers in Great Britain. 


As the County Authority in Kent, whilst the Head of Paid Service is the County 
Returning Officer and is responsible for appointing a Deputy Returning Officer 
in each of the twelve District Councils for the purposes of running the County 
Council Elections, KCC is not responsible for the day-to-day administration of 
elections. In addition, the County Council is not the electoral registration 
authority; again, this function is performed by the District and Borough 
Councils. 
 
We make the following specific points in relation to two of your proposed 
standards: 
 
Performance standard 2a: Polling station set-up 
 
Accessibility issues should undoubtedly be considered when selecting polling 
stations, but in addition Returning Officers could review turnout data to ensure 
that polling stations are located in the most appropriate areas.  
 
Performance standard 3:  Absent voting 
 
We continue to have concerns about the timetable for elections.  The 
deadlines for applying for, receiving and posting back postal ballots is very 
tight, particularly for people living abroad.  Receiving a large number of postal 
votes at polling stations could, and does, lead to delays as the ballot papers 
have to be verified before they are counted.   
 
We note that since the introduction of your standards in 2009 you have found 
a general improvement in performance of Returning Officers.   
 
We welcome the performance standards framework as a basis for continued 
improvement and your acknowledgement that you intend to monitor the 
completion of as few and the most relevant standards as possible, to avoid 
unnecessary administrative burdens on Returning Officers and electoral 
services staff. 


 








Electoral Commission Performance Standards for Returning Officers 
October 14th 2011 
 
Submission by George Cooper, London AEA and London Borough of 
Haringey. 
 
Overall Concept. 
 
Much of the new draft standards framework reflects quite valuable guidance 
previously produced by the Commission on how to structure the organisation 
of an election.  
 
But the overall purpose of seeking to ensure that that guidance is being 
followed seems to be lost somewhere in the new approach.  We were given to 
understand that the essential thrust of Performance Standards was to 
concentrate the minds of any somewhat casual ROs on the importance of 
resourcing and supporting elections properly, and to assist the assiduous ROs 
to effect continuous improvement and to demonstrate the significance of their 
role. The purpose of the new standards does not seem that clear and 
essentially connotes a straight “pass or fail” approach.  
 
The  new  approach seems in some regards to micro-manage issues which 
are properly the responsibility of the Returning Officer or, where appropriate, 
Regional or equivalent Returning Officer. ROs will in effect be reporting twice 
the most basic and essential matters which happen more by second nature 
than by any bureaucratic tick-box bar and, given the disparate nature of the 
electoral process, it may well be that RRO standards do not match those of 
EC – in which case I’m afraid RRO must come first as s/he is service 
deliverer, not EC.  
 
Thus, the same operational principles and timetables do not apply to all 
elections. EC seems to want to set time parameters for such matters as Poll 
Card and Postal Vote delivery and the templates for production of those items 
but in order so to do has no margin for error whilst  allowing for the flexibility 
that is built into the system.  
 
Several questions arise.  
 
What if  EC templates are not deemed suitable for certain circumstances or 
do  not match what can be achieved on the ground? EC, via ERRWG, has 
had to modify several such templates and requirements. The final  design of 
these items should be a matter for the RO. If an RO were to use a template 
demanded by EC which was to contain a major fault, would any petition 
accrue to EC ?  
 
Would it not be safer for EC to demand that material reflects legislation, not 
EC templates – surely the legislation is enough? 
 







What if EC sets out its timetable of activities ( which should in any case be left 
to the local judgement of the RO) and this timetable does not match that of 
another election taking place according to a different timetable?  
 
Can EC enforce a demand for Poll Cards in Parish Elections when the issue 
of such is a matter for the Parish Council, not the RO?   
 
Can EC  logically demand informal checking of nomination papers and 
evidence of an informal process – it may be that in practice virtually every RO 
in the country is offering such a service but if you demand it take place and be 
documented it is no longer informal. If it has a status which may, as it were , 
“be given in evidence” , I can in all seriousness envisage being asked to offer 
an informal informal check before the formal informal check.   
 
On a similar theme, can you demand accountability for performance which 
you deem necessary but which is not legally required ? Thus, whilst all ROs 
will plan to scan 100% of PVIs, if a Returning Officer ultimately scans 20% 
this is a perfectly legitimate expression of local choice and there should be no 
value – judgment attached to it nor reason given.  
 
Is proof-reading during printing actually proof –reading or is it quality 
assurance? In the real world proof reading takes place when we have the 
proofs and there is no way of timetabling the precise moment when that may 
be.   Further, with modern printing methods, proof-reading does not, 
unfortunately, prove that a product will emerge correct. Nor, in most 
circumstances, do Elections Offices have the resources to be present 
throughout printing. What is more important is a robust quality assurance 
approach on delivery which can be followed even during the heat and 
intensity of an election process.  
 
Although several of the Performance Standards simply  require evidence of 
matrial such as project plans and risk assessments that we should have 
anyway, credit should be given for approaches which have been tried and 
tested well before the EC was writing templates for the same and local 
productions should still be admissible.  
 
In conclusion, it is important that EC maintains a Performance Standards 
framework, but it should be aspirational, it should allow for nuance where 
appropriate, and it should seek to emphasise the importance of maintaining 
support, expertise and resourcing for increasingly onerous electoral 
processes rather than seeking to micro-manage tactical matters whose 
delivery is not the responsibility of the EC itself.   
 
 

























Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
 
Thanet District Council recognises the attempts being made by the Electoral 
Commission to undertake more effective monitoring of performance standards 
relating to Returning Officers, by adopting a twin-track approach of monitoring 
core planning documents (the election project plan and risk register) and real-
time monitoring of key stages in the election process (as adopted for the 2011 
referendum). In broad terms, the Council supports this strategy, because it is 
likely to assist Councils experiencing any significant difficulties in drawing these 
to the attention of the Electoral Commission within a timescale that would allow 
the Commission to offer guidance and support. 
 
Having said that, Thanet District Council does have some concerns regarding the 
proposals, as follows: 
 


1. On a purely technical issue, it is not clear where the Electoral Commission 
obtains the statutory powers to prescribe some of the matters. The 
Electoral Commission had specific statutory powers in relation to the 
referendum into the alternative vote system for Parliamentary elections, 
and could issue mandatory “directions” to that effect. However, it is not 
clear where it obtains the power to prescribe some of the specific 
timetables set out in Annex A (the non-statutory ones) in relation to local 
elections, where our understanding is that the Commission does not have 
the power to issue “directions” upon such matters. Is it surely not sufficient 
to argue that the Commission’s power to monitor standards means that it 
can prescribe (“direct”) detailed elements of the timetable and then assess 
performance against them. The statutory basis of this expanded role 
needs to be established more clearly. 


2. The specific timetable included in Appendix A was, of course, based upon 
an expectation that the first election of Police Commissioners would take 
place in May 2012. That deadline has been postponed until November 
2012, so the timetable needs to be reviewed. One concern is that this is 
likely to result in the early planning stages for that election overlapping the 
2012 annual canvass. Disentangling the canvass from such an election is 
a key consideration and may require the timetable for the 2012 canvass 
being brought forward. However, it also raises issues of resource 
constraints. Most electoral teams are fairly small these days, so it will not 
be easy to run both the conclusion of the 2012 canvass and the early 
planning of the 2012 election simultaneously. 


3. Another point relating to the timetable was raised during the May 2011 
elections. Some Councils will have contracts for the printing of poll cards, 
ballot papers, postal vote packs and so on. It may not be the case that 
such contracts offer detailed control over the timing of all of the key stages 
in a way which will ensure that the prescribed timetable can be met. In 
Thanet’s case, during the 2011 election, our supplier offered a “window” 
for the despatch of postal vote packs between 18 and 21 April and we had 







no contractual basis for being more specific than that. It might be helpful if 
the Commission developed standard resources (such as contract 
templates) that individual Councils can customise to meet their needs 
(allowing them to exercise more control over specific stages in the 
timetable adopted by suppliers) so these can be adopted when contracts 
are retendered. 


4. If the canvass needs to be brought forward in 2012 it may clash with the 
summer holidays, both in terms of electors being away (e.g. in August) 
and capacity available within Council electoral teams. 


5. For the Commission’s timetables to be achievable, it is necessary that any 
directions, guidance etc are published in good time. Notably, the final 
version of the Charges Order (Counting Officer Guidance Notes) for the 
referendum were not published until April 2011. Although the “indicative 
amounts” available to spend were published somewhat earlier, if Councils 
are to manage effectively the resources available to them for an election, 
they need to be provided not just with the “indicative amounts” to spend, 
but with the detail of the accounting practices the Commission (and 
Election Claims Unit) will expect to see adopted. By way of example, 
Thanet District Council received no indication that contracted fees for 
postal vote verification may not be permitted for the 2010 Parliamentary 
election claim, until some time after submission of the claim for that 
election. 


6. Similarly, the directions (and “count model”) relating to the referendum 
were published quite late on and were revised several times. Indeed, early 
versions of several of the modules were received in an unreadable font. 
Small election teams become very busy when the statutory deadlines of 
an election are reached, so they need all documentation as early as 
possible, and in a concise and readable format. 


7. It will be important for any timetables and other guidance issued by the 
Commission to reflect the difference between the statutory timetables 
relating to different election types. 


8. One complexity relating to the referendum in May 2011 needs to be 
mentioned, so a clearer way forward might be adopted for future elections. 
There was for some considerable time a debate around the funding of 
specific costs that were considered to be solely attributable to the 
directions issued by the Electoral Commission (such as maximum elector 
numbers/staff ratios prescribed by the Commission in polling stations). 
This complicated the issue of funding for many weeks because it was 
unclear the extent to which those costs would fall to the Council or would 
be reimbursed in full. Such clarity is needed at an earlier stage. However, 
a slightly more subtle point is that these specific rules and conditions have 
complicated the process of assembling the election accounts (in so far as 
it is no longer that case that the routine “division” of costs across election 
types is always sufficient). To take polling station staff as an example, 
additional costs resulting entirely from the ratios prescribed in the 
Direction are fully chargeable to the referendum whereas the rest is 







divided across the elections taking place within a poling station. It might be 
helpful if the Commission liaised with suppliers on options for automating 
such apportioning within their electoral systems, because it has ended up 
quite a lengthy process achieving these apportionments within the election 
management system used by this Council. 


 
Thanet District Council has no other comments on the proposed indicators. 








Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great 


Britain 


EC19-2011 


Consultation response by the Returning Officer and electoral 


service team at Oxford City Council 


Oxford City Council’s Returning Officer and Electoral Services Team, having considered 


the consultation paper issued by the Electoral Commission on revised performance 


standards for Returning Officers, would like to make the following comments. 


General statement 


We believe that in many cases, the proposed standards are unnecessary for the simple 


reason that they are already requirements within law.  If a returning officer fails to act 


according to law, then he or she is in breach of official duty and must face the 


consequences. 


In addition, the new regime seems to infer that a returning officer either passes or fails a 


standard, taking no account of the fact that the election itself was successfully 


administered.  For example, if the returning officer misses the arbitrarily set deadline for 


the delivery of poll cards, he or she will fail the standard despite the fact that the election 


then ran smoothly. 


We also question what the purpose of the standards now is?  We had always understood 


that they were intended to improve the quality of election delivery to voters but we cannot 


see how with this latest set - a returning officer either passes or fails, and there is no 


mechanism for recognising either local circumstances or good practice.  The previous set 


of indicators gave a more balanced view of an electoral service and also gave room for 


authorities to look to improve. 


This has almost become a tick-box exercise with no apparent benefit to either returning 


officers or voters. It seems to us that this is an attempt to formalise those directions issued 







by the Commission at the referendum in 2011 without in any way acknowledging the 


flexibility the returning officer has in law.  


Planning and organisation 


1. Performance standard 1a 


No specific issues to raise.  However, we believe that the project plan and the risk 


register will only be true living documents if they are written and owned by those 


delivering them, i.e. Electoral Services teams.  This means that there should continue 


to be flexibility in their format, with adherence to Electoral Commission templates not a 


pre-requisite. 


 


Administering the poll 


2. Performance standard 2a 


Accessibility.  We believe that this section of the standard simply repeats the statutory 


responsibilities placed on local authorities and returning officers as set out in the 


Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA 1983). 


The local authority “must have regard to the accessibility to disabled persons of 


potential polling stations in any [polling] place …” (section 18B(4)(c) RPA 1983).  It is 


therefore an unnecessary task on which to have to provide detailed evidence prior to 


every election and we question what the Commission will be able to do with the 


information even were accessibility issues to be reported.  


Allocation of electors.  This standard sets an arbitrary limit on the number of electors 


allocated to a polling station by a returning officer with no regard to the local knowledge 


of the returning officer or his independent role.  The same applies to the number of staff 


to be appointed. 


Rule 25(1) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules states that “the returning officer shall 


provide sufficient number of polling stations and … allot the electors to the polling 


stations in such manner as he thinks most convenient.”  Rule 26(1) states that “the 







returning officer shall appoint … a presiding officer … and such clerks as may be 


necessary for the purposes of the election …” 


The standard appears to infer that the returning officer should follow the Commission’s 


arbitrary figures and where not, justify the reasons why, despite the fact that the 


decision according to law is the returning officer’s.  Once again, we question what the 


Commission will be able to do with the information, particularly if it disagrees with the 


returning officer’s decision.   


The standard also ignores the fact that many issues will actually be caused by either 


the poor designation of polling places (by local authorities) or the non-availability of 


suitable premises rather than the allocation of polling stations within them.  If 3,500 


electors have been allocated to a polling place, for example, requiring two polling 


stations (according to the Commission’s formula), there will still be 3,500 electors 


potentially walking into the same room. 


In addition, the formula used at the referendum increased the costs of staffing polling 


stations considerably, arguably to little positive effect. In this standard the Commission 


is directing returning officers in such a way as to pass those costs on to the local 


authority. This would be difficult at any time but especially so in the current public-


sector financial climate. 


In our opinion, it would be far better to set the standard so that returning officers are 


simply required to make a statement confirming that they have properly considered 


electorate and staffing allocations according to local circumstances, and acted 


accordingly. 


Guidance for voters.  We cannot see any value in sending to the Commission copies 


of the “guidance for voters” or “instructions for voters” as they are both statutory 


notices.  The wording is therefore set by the relevant elections rules.  A simple 


statement that they have been posted would surely suffice. 


3. Performance standard 2b 


Proof checking of ballot papers.  What appears to be being proposed is that we have 


staff standing at the end of the print press as the ballot papers are coming off the end!  


This is both an impractical and unnecessary requirement, and in these stringent times 







is something that we are sure most returning officers would struggle to find resources 


for. 


Proof-checking of masters followed by a random check of ballot books is all that is 


realistically required, with a statement made that such appropriate checks have been 


done.  We are sure that is what the standard intends but is very clumsily worded at 


present. 


Poll cards.  As with the notices referred to above, we cannot see any value in sending 


to the Commission copies of the poll cards as they must follow the statutory form with 


the addition information applicable to their local circumstances as the returning officer 


deems appropriate.   


Unlike at the referendum in May, there is absolutely no need for consistency across the 


UK as what is right for the local circumstances in one area will not be the case 


elsewhere.   


A simple statement therefore that the poll cards have been produced in accordance 


with the relevant election rules would surely suffice. 


Delivery of poll cards.  Rule 28(3) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules states that 


“the returning officer shall as soon as practicable after publication of notice of the 


election send to electors … an official poll card”.  We understand that the wording “as 


soon as practicable” is not defined further in law, with the rule being written in that way 


to allow the returning officer to administer the election in accordance with law but also 


mindful of local circumstances. 


Therefore, we cannot see how the Commission can determine the date, without any 


understanding of local circumstances or the legitimate decision of a returning officer to 


make the deliveries later than the 24th working day before the poll. 


In making this statement, we have always chosen to have the poll cards delivered as 


early as possible in the election timetable but feel that an arbitrarily set date is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary.   







In addition, what does the date actually mean in real terms?  The guidance states that 


“you must ensure that the first issue of poll cards is carried out by not later than 24 


working days before polling day”.  The wording is extremely clumsy. 


What is the definition of a “working day”, for example?  Weekends are now considered 


by many to be normal working days.  If the standard is referring to days excluding dies 


non, then it should say so. 


What does “ensure the first issue is carried out” mean?  If delivering via Royal Mail, is 


that handing them to Royal Mail?  If that is the case, there could well be a week’s delay 


in them actually being received by electors.  If delivering by hand, does that mean all 


deliveries must be completed by the 24 day deadline or started by that deadline?  The 


former is completely impractical in that the standard is expecting the returning officer to 


hand deliver every poll card in a 48 hour period, come rain or shine. 


4. Performance standard 2c 


There is not to our knowledge either any legal requirement for or provision to allow 


returning officers to informally check nomination papers, simply to “… prepare a 


nomination paper for signature” (rule 7(4)(b) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules).   


We therefore question the validity of this standard on the basis that an expectation is 


being placed on returning officers that does not correspond with the returning officer’s 


legal obligations.   


In saying that, we will continue our current practice to assist candidates wherever 


possible, including offering informal checks, but the decision whether to do so should 


not be made a requirement unless provided for in relevant election rules. 


Absent voting 


5. Performance standard 3a 


Postal voting statement.  As with the notices and documentation referred to in 3. 


above, we cannot see any value in sending to the Commission copies of the postal 


voting statement as it is a statutory document with the ability for the returning officer to 







add additional information applicable to their local circumstances.  The remainder of 


the wording is set by the relevant elections rules.   


Unlike at the referendum in May, there is absolutely no need for consistency across the 


UK as what is right for the local circumstances in one area will not be the case 


elsewhere.   


A simple statement therefore that the postal voting statement complies with the 


relevant election rules would surely suffice. 


Proof checking of postal voting stationery.  As with the ballot papers, what appears 


to be being proposed is that we have staff standing at the end of the print press as the 


postal voting stationery is coming off the end.  This is both an impractical and 


unnecessary requirement, and in these stringent times is something that we are sure 


most returning officers would struggle to find resources for. 


Proof-checking of masters followed by a random check of stationery at issue is all that 


is realistically required, with a statement made that such appropriate checks have been 


done. 


6. Performance standard 3b 


Delivery of postal ballot papers.  We would refer you to the comments made at 3. 


above with regards to the delivery of poll cards, and would make exactly the same 


points.  We understand the legal requirements as to when postal votes should be 


delivered are as set out at regulation 71 of the Representation of the People (England 


and Wales) Regulations 2001, with no actual delivery date specified. 


Therefore, we cannot see how the Commission can determine the date, without any 


understanding of local circumstances or the legitimate decision of a returning officer to 


make the deliveries later than the 9th working (? … do you mean “excluding dies non”?) 


day before the poll. 


We think that the deadline is unachievable when elections are combined. We issued 


the referendum packs on the day following the application deadline. We cannot see 


how that would be possible with two or even three ballot papers per pack. A returning 







officer should not be deemed to have failed if he needs to take additional time to 


accurately issue postal packs. 


In making this statement, we have always chosen to have the postal votes delivered as 


early as possible in the election timetable but feel that an arbitrarily set date is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary. 


7. Performance standard 3c 


Checking of postal vote identifiers. If the legal requirement is to check 20% of postal 


voting identifiers at each opening, why is the standard requiring returning officers to 


justify why they only chose to check that legally required number rather than 100%?  If 


a returning officer chooses to check the number legally required, they have complied 


with their responsibilities according to law. 


In making this statement, we have always set out with the intention of checking 100% 


of personal identifiers (and indeed achieved that) but feel that the standard is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary. 


We would urge you to re-consider the content of many of the proposed standards as we 


feel that they are both unnecessary (as they replicate responsibilities already set out in 


law) and, in our opinion, unfair in that many returning officers will fail standards on 


technicalities even though the election itself is administered to the highest of standards. It 


also seems to us that this is a way of the Commission issuing directions to returning 


officers when the law does not allow that. 


Thank you for giving us the opportunity to comment. 


 


Jeremy Thomas – Returning Officer and Head of Law and Governance 


 


Martin John – Principal Electoral Services Officer 
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Sue Smith  Chief Executive 
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Please ask for Louise Aston 
Direct Dial 01327 322121 / 01295 221601
Email louise.aston@southnorthants.gov.uk / louise.aston@cherwell-dc.gov.uk  
  
13 October 2011 
 
 
Dear Ross 
 
Consultation on Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
 
Cherwell District Council and South Northamptonshire Councils welcome the opportunity to 
comment on the draft performance standards for Returning Officers. The proposal to focus on 
real time outcomes rather than post event monitoring is, in part, welcomed, but experience 
over many years has shown that outcomes are, despite rigorous contract arrangements, not 
always achievable because of the actions of third parties such as print companies. 
 
In general terms: 
 


 We would recommend that the Excel reporting format is kept the same, as it was clear 
and easy to compile. 


 
 The monitoring during the May 2011 elections was a hindrance and a distraction to 


the administrators trying to run large scale complex elections.  We feel that where 
necessary this should be scheduled well in advance and where possible any non-
essential monitoring information that does not require an intervention should wait until 
after polling day to ensure experienced staff remain focussed on the task in hand. 


 
 Inevitably Returning Officers will be given either a ‘pass or fail’ tag, which does not 


appear to be consistent with achieving improved performance and there is little 
information on the real time support which the Commission will provide to help 
achieve this with early interventions as necessary. 


 
In terms of the detailed performance indicators we make the following observations: 
 
Performance Standard 1a - Planning for an Election 
We wholly agree that a well run election requires a project plan, but the templates/models the 
Electoral Commission suggest we use are not ideal as they cannot be made bespoke enough 
to highlight local occurring issues. Instead Returning Officers should be free to use their own 
plan which meets criteria set by the Commission. 
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Performance Standard 2 – Administering the Poll 
2a – Polling Station Set-up 
We feel strongly that local knowledge and experience should be taken into account in 
determining staffing numbers in polling stations.  Returning Officers and their staff have an 
excellent knowledge of turnouts, voting patterns and the so called ‘Eastenders rush hour’.  
We use part-time call out staff to assist at stations that we know have rush hour difficulties. 
The prescribed staffing formula for the Referendum resulted in too many staff and criticism 
from both them and the public for the unnecessary cost to the public purse. 
 
The reference to designing and printing the ‘Guidance for Voters’ and ‘Instructions to Voters’ 
in accordance with the legislation and any example templates that the Electoral Commission 
has issued gives cause for some concern.  Wording on these notices are prescribed in 
regulations, therefore the Electoral Commission cannot enforce alternative wording or 
notices, except in the case of referenda. 
 
 
2b – Producing Ballot Papers, Poll Cards and Notices 
We do not understand the need for this additional proof checking process, in addition to our 
existing rigorous processes.  If the Returning Officer has to send a member of staff to the 
printers where various documents are being printed, we fail to understand how this will 
alleviate errors, which we resolve through live proofs.  If this draft standard is adopted it is 
imperative the Commission ensures that that this is claimable from the Election Claims Unit. 
 
We do not consider that the draft standard relating to the first issue of poll cards by dates 
specified by the Electoral Commission guidance is appropriate for local government elections.  
In many cases vacancies arising from death or resignation are not contested, and it is 
common practice amongst knowledgeable and experienced Returning Officers not to send 
polling cards until there is some firm indication of an election being contested. 
 
 
2c – Candidate and Agents 
We attempted to ensure that all candidates and agents had the necessary information they 
needed for May 2011 elections, however this was increasingly difficult due to late publication 
of documents by the Electoral Commission.  Returning Officers need these publications much 
earlier in the process, so they can be given to candidates and agents at briefing sessions. 
Cherwell is still waiting for the 250 credit card size postal vote advice cards that were ordered 
back in late March, and re-ordered again in mid April. 
 
We have always been advised not to advise/assist candidates and agents with their election 
expenses and spending limits. Currently we provide the Commission guidance booklet, 
electorate totals, deadline dates and the date they became a candidate.  We would not be 
comfortable in going beyond this position. 
 
 
Performance Standard 3 – Absent Voting 
3a – Producing Postal Vote Stationery 
We do not understand the need for this additional proof checking process, in addition to our 
existing rigorous processes.  If the Returning Officer has to send a member of staff to the 
printers where various documents are being printed, we fail to understand how this will 
alleviate errors, which we resolve through live proofs.  If this draft standard is adopted it is 
imperative the Commission ensures that that this is claimable from the Election Claims Unit. 
 
3b – Issuing of Postal Votes 
We agree that at least one member of the core team; preferably a Deputy Returning Officer 
should be present at this event whether fully contracted out or carried out in house. 
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3c – Receiving and Opening of Postal Votes 
Whilst we verify 100% of postal votes, we disagree with the requirement to evidence why 
100% of postal identifiers have not been verified, when the current legal requirement is to 
check only 20%.  Whilst we do not disagree with the principle of 100% checking, we suggest 
that the Commission waits for legislative change before introducing this performance 
assessment.  If parliament intends there to be a 100% verification then it us to parliament and 
not the Commission to make this decision. 
 
 
Performance Standard 4 – Verifying and Counting the Votes 
4a – Effective Verification and Count Processes 
We would support this standard and believe we run fully transparent verification and count 
processes for all elections. 
 
 
Performance Standard 5 – After Declaration of Results 
We already have a contract with an off site secure storage and destruction centre, but believe 
this should be claimable from the Election Claims Unit for externally funded elections. 
 
 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 


 
 
 
PP. Sue Smith 


Chief Executive 
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Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant --- Electoral 
Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC1Y 8YZ 


Please ask for: Katherine Bescoby 
Telephone: (01795) 417330 
Email: katherinebescoby@swale.gov.uk
Fax: 01795 417 330 
Our Ref:  
Your Ref  
Date: 1207 February 2012 


 
Dear Mr Clayton 
 
RETURNING OFFICER PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft performance standards for Returning 
Officers. 
  
The revised consultation standards seem to mirror many of the requirements that were 
imposed for the referendum on 5 May 2011. Whilst I can see the benefit of monitoring on a 
real time basis, and for there to be a more consistent approach for electors across the 
country, I would like to ask you to consider the following points. 
  
         Firstly, regarding setting deadlines for the first issue of poll cards, postal votes etc.  
This may in turn create problems in terms of supplier capacity if all Returning Officers are 
required to undertake such tasks at the same time.  It also reduces some of the discretion 
available to Returning Officers to manage the election, in an already very constrained 
timetable.  The standards also do not appear to reflect that when polls are combined, some 
of these tasks may be more complicated and more difficult to meet. 
 
 Secondly, I would like some clarification as to what is meant by 'have regard to 
Electoral Commission advice' in respect of identifying staffing requirements for polling 
stations.  Whilst I appreciate that the Counting Officer found it useful to issue directives 
regarding this issue, I do feel that there does need to be some flexibility regarding local 
circumstances as to the level of staffing required.  For example, the turnout at a by-election is 
unlikely to be the same as a borough wide election, particularly if combined with a 
parliamentary election. 
  
         Thirdly, regarding the submission of data, particularly on the -25 days before an 
election.  It would be useful to know in advance of the deadlines, the exact questions that will 
be asked. 
  
         Fourthly, I would also like some clarification about the how the performance standards 
will work for elections such as County Elections where the County Returning Officer appoints 
a Deputy Returning Officer at a district level to manage the election.    
  
         Fifthly, whilst this may be outside of this consultation, I would like to take this 
opportunity to comment on the election timetable.  If the deadlines for registering to vote and 







 


 


applying for absent votes was moved earlier, it would really help to ensure that postal votes 
can all be issued on a certain date; it would remove the need for late issues of postal votes; 
and remove the need to extract postal votes for electors who choose to change their method 
of voting at the deadline (the first print run has to take place earlier than the deadline 
because of the volume of postal votes). 
 
As a final comment, I would like some clarification as to whether the standards also apply to 
by- elections, and in that case will we need to notify the Electoral Commission when a by-
election is called? 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 


 
 
 


Abdool Kara,  
Returning Officer 

















 


   
 
                                                                             
 
 
 
Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC1Y 8YZ 
 
Email: performancestandardsinbox@electoralcommission.org.uk 
 
The Electoral Commission – Performance Standards for Returning Officers (RO) in Great Britain - 
Consultation Paper 
 
Thank you for consulting the stakeholders with regard to the above proposed standards. 
 
The following questions have been asked; 


 Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to and reasonably within 
the responsibility of the RO’s in the conduct of their statutory duties? 


 
 Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered, and which can be 


measured? 
 


 Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, objective 
assessment criteria? 


 
 Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient evidence to justify 


whether an RO has met the performance standard? 
 


 Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 
 
My initial observations are that the revised standards in themselves and what is asked of an RO is not 
unreasonable, as in fact most of the items are required of the RO in legislation but the data, details and 
evidence that the Commission is asking to be continually provided is most definitely unreasonable. The 
very lengthy list is set out below; 
 
Evidence Required in these draft standards 
Details of arrangements in place for proof-checking ballot papers as they are being printed. 
Details of the steps taken to ensure the security of ballot papers. 
An example of each of the ordinary poll card and postal voters’ poll card 
Details of arrangements in place for proof-checking poll cards as they are being printed. 
Scheduled date of despatch of poll cards and actual date of despatch of poll cards. 
Link(s) to the page(s) on the local authority website on which the notice of election and notice of poll has 
been published, or a copy of the notices. 
Details of the arrangements in place for candidates to have their nomination papers informally checked 
prior to formal submission. 
Date(s) of briefing sessions, and include briefing resources (if applicable). 
Written guidance on the election process, including local arrangements, issued to candidates and/or 
election agents. 
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Information issued to candidates and/or election agents on calculating the expenses limit (including the 
electorate number). 
 
An example of the postal voting statement 
Details of arrangements in place for proof-checking postal vote stationery as it is printed. 
Scheduled dates of despatch of postal ballot packs (not including postal votes to be sent overseas) and 
actual dates of despatch. 
Scheduled date of despatch of postal ballot packs to be sent overseas and actual date of 
despatch. 
Details of the arrangements in place for the monitoring of outsourced work, and in particular 
arrangements for attending those parts of the issuing process you have contracted out. 
Details of the arrangements in place for recording the number of postal votes issued at the 
end of each issuing session and when issuing replacement postal ballot packs, including a 
copy of the statement as to postal ballot papers. 
 
Scheduled dates of postal vote opening sessions. 
Details of arrangements in place with Royal Mail, including for the return of postal votes and for any final 
sweep to be carried out on polling day. 
Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail of the receipt and opening of postal 
ballot packs, including a copy of the statement as to postal ballot papers. 
Details of the arrangements in place to securely store the postal ballots and for transporting them to the 
opening and count venues. 
Layout plan of opening venue and details of workflow. 
% of postal vote identifiers to be checked and actual % of postal vote identifiers checked. 
Where 100% is not checked, details of why you are/were unable to check all of the statements. 
 
Layout plan of count venue and workflow. 
Details and examples of information provided to attendees. 
Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail of the count processes. 
Number of verification and count staff. 
 
Details of arrangements in place for forwarding and/or storage of documentation. 
Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail to cover the packaging/forwarding of 
documents. 
Copies of the candidate returns. 
Evidence of evaluation plans in project plan (see standard 1a). 
Lessons learnt document submitted to the Commission 
 
Performance standard Data/evidence required Timeframe 
 
13 January 2012 
Performance standard 1a:Planning for an election 
� Assessment form completed by RO 
� Project plan 
� Risk register 
 
 
24 February 2012  
Performance standard 2a:Polling station set-up 
� Details of assessment (and relevant consultations) regarding access issues, identifying any problems 
and actions taken to remedy these. 
� Details of approach  taken to allocating electors and staff to polling stations and examples of any 
instances where you have taken an alternative approach to Electoral Commission guidance. 
 
Performance standard 2b:Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
� Details of arrangements in place for proof checking poll cards as they are being printed. 
� Scheduled date of despatch of poll cards. 
 







Performance standard 2c:Candidates and agents 
� Details of the arrangements in place for candidates to have their nomination papers informally checked 
prior to formal submission. 
 
Performance standard 3b: Issuing of postal votes 
� Details of the arrangements in place for the monitoring of outsourced work, and in particular 
arrangements for attending those parts of the issuing process you have contracted out. 
� Scheduled dates of despatch of postal ballot packs (not including postal votes to be sent overseas) 
� Scheduled date of despatch of postal ballot packs to be sent overseas 
 
16 March 2012  
Performance standard 2a: Polling station set-up  
� Details of the guidance/training provided to polling station staff on how to set up polling stations. 
 
Performance standard 2b:Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
� Details of arrangements in place for proof checking ballot papers as they are being printed. 
� Details of the steps taken to ensure the security of ballot papers. 
� An example of each of the ordinary poll card and postal voters’ poll card. 
 
Performance standard 2c:Candidates and agents 
� Written guidance on the election process, including local arrangements, issued to candidates and/or 
election agents. 
� Information issued to candidates and/or election agents on calculating the expenses limit (including the 
electorate number). 
� Date(s) of briefing sessions, and include briefing resources (if applicable). 
 
Performance standard 3a: Producing postal vote stationery. 
� Details of arrangements in place for proof checking, postal vote stationery as it is printed. 
 
Performance standard 3b:Issuing of postal votes 
� Details of the arrangements in place for recording the number of postal votes issued at the end of each 
issuing session and when issuing replacement postal ballot packs. 
 
Performance standard 4a:Effective count processes 
� Layout plan of count venue and workflow. 
� Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail of the count processes. 
� Number of verification and count staff. 
 
30 March 2012 
 Performance standard 3c:Receiving and opening postal votes 
� Scheduled dates of postal vote opening sessions. 
� Details of arrangements in place with Royal Mail, including for the return of postal votes and for any 
final sweep to be carried out on polling day. 
� Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail of the receipt and opening of postal 
ballot packs. 
� Details of the arrangements in place to securely store the postal ballots and for transporting them to 
the opening and count venues 
� Layout plan of opening venue and details of workflow. 
� % of postal vote identifiers to be checked Where 100% is not to be checked, details of why you are 
unable to check all of the statements. 
 
5 April 2012  
Performance standard 2a:Polling station set-up 
� An example of the ‘Guidance for voters’ and ‘Instructions for voters’ notices. 
 
Performance standard 2b: Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
� Actual date of despatch of poll cards. 







� Link to the page on the local authority website on which the notice of election has been published, or a 
copy of the notice. 
 
Performance standard 3a: Producing postal vote stationery. 
� An example of the postal voting statement. 
 
Performance standard 4a: Effective count processes 
� Details and examples of information provided to attendees. 
 
27 April 2012  
Performance standard 2b: Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
� Link to the page on the local authority website on which the notice of poll has been published, or a 
copy of the notice. 
 
Performance standard 3b: Issuing of postal votes 
� Actual date of despatch of postal ballot packs (not including postal votes to be sent overseas). 
� Actual date of despatch of postal ballot packs to be sent overseas. 
 
1 June 2012 
Performance standard 3c Receiving and opening postal votes 
� Actual % of postal vote identifiers checked. Where 100% has not been checked, details of why you 
were unable to check all of the statements. 
� Provide statement as to postal ballot papers. 
 
Performance standard 5a:Forwarding, storage and disposal of documents 
� Details of arrangements in place for forwarding and/or storage of documentation. 
� Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail to cover the packaging/forwarding of 
documents. 
� Copies of the candidate returns. 
 
Lessons learnt document to be submitted with next election project plans and risk registers 
Performance standard 5b: Review of election procedures 
� Lessons learnt document. 
 
Comments and Observations 
 


1. The Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA) introduced Performance 
Standards to be set by the Electoral Commission to monitor the performance of RO’s at specified 
elections, the first area of clarification needed is with regard to Police and Crime Commissioner 
Elections, are these latter Elections covered by the existing legislation? 


 
2. If they are then the timeframe needs to be adjusted as the actual date of these elections is still 


uncertain, and if they are held in November does this mean that an RO has to complete these 
standards for all elections, thus if they have scheduled Local May Elections and then the PCC 
elections in November could you clarify if 2 sets of standards would have to be completed? 


 
3. For the purpose of providing comments if the above is based on a Local Election in May then the 


details and arrangements with regard to February and March are not appropriate for Local 
Elections. Candidates and agents are often not known till at least close of nominations and 
arrangements for postal voting, ballot paper production and the count maybe totally incorrect if 
provided to the Commission before you even knew the contested areas.  


 
4. Following on from point 3 there is a repeated request for dates of when items are being 


dispatched, many of these dates would already be in the project plan so they should not have to 
be provided again and again, especially as already stated they would only be the same as in the 
project plan especially up to close of nominations. 


 







5. With regard to all of the standards that relate to security and transport arrangements why would 
an RO want to tell anyone else even by email what these arrangements are? (Isn’t that the whole 
point of security, the fact they acknowledge security arrangements are in place should suffice) 


 
6. Is all of the above going to be carefully examined by someone with appropriate experience and 


knowledge. If by sending all of the above to the Commission is the Electoral Commission also 
checking the legalities and willing to inform the RO immediately if something is missed by the 
Returning Officer or his/her staff? 


 
7. The requirement for all Authorities to have uniform templates for postal voters and poll cards also 


seems to suggest that every Election has the same resources and the same type of electorate 
taking part and has to adopt the same approach. Again why must an Authority be forced to adopt 
uniform templates if something is in place that already works in that Authority area. At a time 
when Councils have to prove the value of every penny why do we have to send an A5 size card to 
a postal voter when an A6 size is cheaper and serves the same purpose.  


 
8. The Commission’s guidance as to the dispatch date of poll cards is not practical, poll cards should 


be dispatched the day after close of nominations. The moment poll cards are dispatched then the 
phone lines in the elections office start to ring. However the staff are dealing with nominations and 
cannot actually tell if there is a contested election at that stage, and certainly not who all the 
candidates are. The public then think this is crazy and ask why have we have sent them a poll 
card?  In 2011 this happened a great deal and was very frustrating (although we knew there was 
definitely a referendum) this still diverted resources when hundreds of nomination papers for 
District and Parish Elections needed to be processed. If at future local elections there happened 
to be an uncontested election area would the commission then issue ‘guidance’ on how we 
explain to the public why we have sent them a poll card for a local election that is not contested 
and wasted valuable resources? 


 
9. The Commission’s guidance is often useful and appreciated but although it has to monitor 


performance it seems to have forgotten that ultimate responsibility and legal liability of the 
Election is that of the RO. To request the arrangement details of proof checking ballot papers is 
very condescending. Should an RO be more concerned that ballot papers are being printed, 
stations manned, count venues booked and poll cards dispatched or should they be concerned 
that they are now subject to micro management and have to send off vast quantities of ‘proof’ that 
they are doing what is legally required of them. A check list is one thing but demands for count 
layout maps, information that you give to agents, details of all your polling station assessments 
would just seem to cloud the importance of actually doing the job, dealing with candidates, agents 
and the voters. 


 
10. Performance should be measured, but mainly after the election, surely the most important job of 


the RO is delivering a successful and unchallenged election. This is the ultimate performance 
standard. Project plans and risk registers can be supplied and if the Commission spots any 
omissions or requires further details then this can be provided. If the Commission requires a 
check list completed then again this is acceptable but then wait for the election results. Those 
authorities who fail after the event, should be asked to provide the evidence as stated on their 
check lists and advice, guidance and support could then be channelled to improve the standards 
of those specific RO’s.   


 
 
I do not believe even if a 25% sample is selected that in the run up to an election the Electoral 
Commission will be able to study every piece of evidence and count plan from every Authority and 
what would it mean to someone without the local knowledge that accompanies it. The amount of 
information you are asking for is taking away the resources that RO’s need to have focused on 
actually delivering the election and these standards are now undermining and not supporting the role 
of the RO. The cost in providing all of this ‘evidence’ and the resources involved within a timeframe of 
when the focus should be on the voter, candidates and RO staff is highly disproportionate and 
ultimately could prove to be a high risk to the RO and that Election. 
 







 
 
 
Government wishes to support and promote Localism, focus on resolving issues and sweep away 
quangos, the whole concept of these standards seem to contradict that concept. It is a checklist 
exercise for what purpose? What has happened to treating a Returning Officer and their staff with 
respect or professionalism? The AV Referendum was led by the CCO and therefore directions were 
followed but this does not seem to allow the RO the same courtesy. Eric Pickles MP and Greg Clark 
MP, campaign to reduce the amount of paperwork in Government this is certainly not following that 
same line of thought. 
 
Thank you for noting my comments and observations. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 


 
       
      
 
 
       


      Sharon Shand (AEA) Cert 
      Electoral Services Manager/ 
      Deputy Returning Officer (Full powers) 
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Dear Mr Clayton 
 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft Returning Officer performance 
standards.  I wish to make the following observations. 
 
General observations 
 
The majority of the draft standards could be used during National Elections and 
Referendums. However, it is considered that a Local Returning Officer would find some 
difficulty in applying the standards in the conduct of local elections, and should be given 
discretion to interpret the Performance Standards in accordance with local needs and 
conditions. 
 
As Returning Officer I have a responsibility to conduct elections efficiently using the 
resources released to me.  As local elections are funded by the local authority careful 
consideration of the absolute need for all expenditure needs be given, especially in times of 
austerity. 
 
I am concerned by the potential to simply either pass or fail the performance standards. It is 
entirely conceivable that a Returning Officer who has conducted the election wholly within 
the provisions of the law, may still be assessed as having not met, or failed, the required 
performance standards. 
 
Templates 
 
Returning Officers need to have complete confidence in the accuracy of guidance and 
template materials promoted and issued by the Electoral Commission.  This is borne out by 
experience during 2011, when some Counting Officers who had already printed their ballot 
papers, had to instruct printers to re-print ballot papers, thereby  incurring unnecessary 
additional costs.  
 
Templates and guidance need to be accurate and ready for use in plenty of time.  The 
Returning Officer’s staff should be able to edit templates to allow changes to reflect the 
requirements of their Welsh Language Scheme. In addition, all templates should be 
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available in Welsh and English simultaneously. As Election Notice templates are not 
prescribed, the Commission should give consideration to the design a generic template 
stating Vote in Accordance with the guidance printed at the top of the ballot paper, rather 
than a different one for each type of election. Similarly, Postal Vote stationery should be for 
guidance only, and Returning Officers should be able to use Local Authority’s standard 
designs for consistency, without this affecting their compliance with performance standards. 
 
Draft Performance Standard 4.2 / 2a – Polling Station Set-up 
 
A review should be undertaken in respect of the Performance Standards in relation to the 
appointment of Poll Clerks in Polling Stations, which requires in built local flexibility.  
Consideration needs to be given to geographic and other data such as historical turnout, in 
polling districts where there have been no history of issues.  Consideration should also be 
given to the type of election being conducted, and the authority that will fund the particular 
election. For example, it would certainly not be appropriate to staff polling stations to the 
same level at community council by elections and a full Parliamentary election. 
 
Draft performance standard 4.2 / 2b – Producing Ballot Paper 
 
It is not appropriate to prescribe a set date for the despatch of poll cards at local elections. 
Consideration should be given to the additional costs that would be incurred in sending poll 
cards to electors in areas where elections are ultimately uncontested. This is especially true 
in some areas where community council elections are largely uncontested.  
 
Draft performance standard 4.2 / 2c – Candidates and Agents 
 
It would be impractical to hold briefing sessions for ALL candidates at county borough and 
community elections.  The sheer number of candidates would make the task impossible, 
during an already busy election period.  As an alternative, printed Information should be 
made available to all Candidates. The Performance Standard should include the alternative 
provision to provide briefings in various formats. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 


Helen Paterson 
 
Returning Officer 
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actually seem to favour overnight counts despite claims to this effect from some 
politicians. 


RG asked if the Democracy and Elections Bill would force overnight counts. 


KJ informed the group that the Minister has not yet revealed what will be in the Bill. 


PJ stated that it is unclear as to what powers they have. He also thought that counts 
at different times may suit different areas differently. 


KJ stated that it would be appropriate to wait to discuss the format of the regional 
ballot paper as we do not yet know what we are dealing with. The Chief Executives 
of the political parties prefer the revised format, but party members feel differently. 


RG said that it is worth waiting for the Parliamentary and Assembly boundary 
reviews. 


PJ told the group that the Lib Dems had the biggest problem with the ballot papers 
and that there had been some disappointment with the position on the ballot paper. 
Due to the party description used the party may have a different placement on the 
Statement of Persons Nominated and the ballot paper. 


The group agreed that the revised ballot paper was an improvement. It was more 
manageable, clearer and looked better. 


KJ informed the group that there were the same number of invalid ballot papers in 
Wales as in local elections in England, despite having 3 ballot papers in Wales. 


The group discussed the 2 AMs issue. It has been suggested that there should be 
two levels of disqualification. There could be an automatic disqualification for some 
categories such as judges but also some categories where they would become 
disqualified on election. However, others believe that the law should be kept as it is 
in order to avoid any potential conflicts of interest. 


RG suggested that the political parties should have some degree of control over this 
process and should check whether the candidates they put up are qualified. 


GM suggested that the EC could create a checklist for parties similar to the one for 
ROs which could include a check for disqualification. 


KJ explained that the Disqualification Order was enacted two months before 
nominations and that the EC was not notified of this. 


GE told the group that parts of the Local Government Wales Measures 2011 had 
been enacted but that no Guidance had been provided. 


PJ stated that the Elections Planning Group should be used to inform of legislative 
changes such as these but that this is not happening. 







Action: KJ said that she would contact Frank Cuthbert on this issue. 


RG asked whether the report covered Directions and whether the Electoral 
Commission were happy with this. 


KJ responded that the UK referendum report did cover this and accurately depicts 
the feedback received. Feedback showed that some RROs felt micro managed and 
that the Directions were too prescriptive. This feedback has been fairly included 
within the report. The National Assembly report only covers the referendum with 
regard to combination. 


RG added that at the AEA seminar, RROs had said that they felt micro managed 
under the Directions. He said that it had been raised that there was a potential 
conflict of interest in the Electoral Commission giving Directions and then reporting 
on the election. 


KJ said that there is no statutory conflict of interest as there is a statutory obligation 
on the Commission to produce a report. The Commission had sought legal advice on 
this issue because it doesn’t look ideal. An attempt has been made to write the 
report in a different way. 


RT said that the Commission can be called into the Welsh Assembly to answer 
questions on the report so is subject to a level of scrutiny. 


 


Performance Standards for Returning Officers – Consultation 


JN explained that there have been two main changes in the monitoring of 
performance standards. The Commission is now monitoring in real time and there 
has been a cut back on scope. 


The aim is to collect plans and risk registers from everyone and then look at 25% in 
detail selected through a risk based approach. 


In the past the Commission has looked at the planning process. It is now proposed 
to look at output. The focus will be on areas that impact on voters, e.g. poll cards etc. 


PJ said that the real time monitoring could cause risks to the running of the election 
as there is no time to comply with monitoring requests. Staff had to stay late to get 
them done. 


MG agreed and said that doing the reporting in real time could cause you to miss 
something more important. 


RG said that it felt like ‘monitoring within monitoring’. It was complicated to determine 
what was required when. He also expressed concern that if the process becomes 







more and more centralised you risk losing the local skills and local knowledge of 
ROs and ESMs if central templates are used. 


AT said that it was difficult to find some information as titles are different. Cannot be 
certain the returns are 100% accurate because they were rushed. 


MG said that sometimes you had to submit by a certain deadline and had to say that 
a certain task had been performed, even though it had not been done yet, because 
you were planning to do it. 


RG suggested that there was a risk that some ROs would be honest but that others 
may be more ‘flexible’ with their self-assessments. 


GE said that there was no template for poll cards. The text was there but not in the 
correct format with design and formatting. If ROs have to use the Commission 
templates, there needs to be a proper template in place. 


GM said that templates needed to be available early to provide them to the printers. 
Templates provided in March 2011 were available too late. 


MG asked what was wanted with regard to polling station set ups. The standards 
require a review of access for individual polling stations. Does the Electoral 
Commission want an overall plan or a plan for each individual station? Real time 
reporting will not be accurate if something happens on the day, e.g. if a flood results 
in a different building being used. 


PJ said that the standards give the impression that there are lots of ROs on the 
verge of disaster and that the Electoral Commission are poised to intervene. 


RG had some concerns over the level of proof required for some standards. Can the 
details of a phone call be provided or does it need to be in an email? 


PJ suggested that a framework for what was going to be requested and when would 
be useful early on so that requests didn’t come as a surprise in the middle of an 
election. 


RG said that an issue had been raised at the Electoral Registration Steering Group 
meeting in that an RO might comply with the legislation and run the election 
successfully but fail to meet the standard. 


RG asked whether information could be provided to and requested from ROs in 
another format. There is a risk that emails and spread sheets sent out by the 
Commission might get overlooked. Would it be possible to complete online form? 


GE said that there had been complaints from his finance team regarding the spread 
sheets sent out. 







PJ suggested that the electoral software providers could build in a report providing 
the information requested. 


GE said that Express had previously added some templates. 


GM said that the website could do with some tidying up. It was sometimes difficult to 
locate welsh language forms. It would be an improvement if bilingual headings or 
number codes were used. 


 


Planning for Elections 2012 – PCC Elections 


GE said that the PCC elections in November could be problematic if there are 
adverse weather conditions. There are advantages and disadvantages to the fact 
that they will not be combined with the local elections in 2012. 


KJ asked the group what would be wanted in terms of seminars. 


PJ said that the early seminars with representatives from political parties and Royal 
Mail had been useful. It would be useful to have the political parties there in light of 
the disqualification issue. It would provide an opportunity to flag up any issues with 
the parties. 


RT agreed that it would be useful to invite the political parties as by May 2012 some 
of the parties will have relatively new Chief Execs in post. 


GM said that it would be nice if the templates were available for discussion at the 
seminar. 


PJ informed the group that the next Elections Planning Group meeting is in February 
and that it would be useful to have the seminar after that. 


The group agreed that a single regional seminar would offer the best opportunity to 
attract the political parties. It was thought that the February seminar would be best 
for administrators and that Returning Officers could be invited to a later seminar for 
the November elections. 


It was decided to hold an all Wales seminar in Llandrindod in February with a 10am 
start inviting the political parties, police and Royal Mail. 


Action: GE to check with North Wales authorities that this is appropriate for them. 


 


Planning for Elections – Guidance consultation 


JN informed the group that Guidance was being produced for the local elections and 
community council elections. Only the polling station handbook will now be produced 
in hard copy. 







JN requested that the group be consulted on the draft manual for Returning Officers 
in October. The group agreed to review the Guidance. 


GE asked if there could be 2 templates for poll cards. One with English first and one 
with Welsh first. He asked whether the date for despatch of poll cards would be 
included in the performance standards. 


KJ said that it was. 


GE said that this could be problematic in places like Powys, If the poll cards are sent 
out early, they might need to write out again 2 weeks later if the polls are 
uncontested at an additional cost. 


KJ explained that the Commission still advise sending out poll cards early because it 
improves registration and postal vote applications. 


PJ added that an early poll card could encourage candidates to come forward. 


 


Individual Electoral Registration – Response to White Paper 


JN explained that the Cabinet Office are currently consulting on IER and that the 
Commission has a draft response. 


The Commission need to know that there are safeguards over personal data given 
the different ways available to register. 


The Commission want the government to reconsider the opt-out provision and don’t 
think that this should be introduced with the transition. The Commission recommend 
a full canvass in 2014 and are not supportive of the government’s decision not to do 
this. Identifiers should be collected at the same time as the canvass. It will be more 
costly but otherwise this exercise would be conducted too close to the election. 


PJ agreed that it was worrying that people will not be required to return the IER form. 
If one person opts out, then that property will not be chased even though there might 
be more electors there. 


KJ said that the 2016 elections will be using a new register which could be a lot 
lower. 


GE was concerned at the over-reliance on the Council Tax records. 


PJ agreed. Council Tax records usually list one person or a landlord. The only clue 
as to how many people are in the property is the single person allowance. The 
Council Tax database is a property database. He added that identifiers will not be 
kept by EROs but are checked in real time, similar to when buying car tax. 







The group agreed that a canvass would be an onerous task and that it may be 
difficult to get NI numbers and dates of birth from people. Canvassers would also be 
carrying personal information with them. 


PJ expressed concerns that there might be a lot of people trying to use the system 
during the 11 day deadline period and that the website might fail. 


KJ said that people may not initially want to give their identifiers but then change 
their mind when they realise that they do actually want to vote. This could result in a 
high volume of last minute registration applications. 


PJ pointed out that there would be a cost implication for providing IER bilingually in 
Wales. 


 


PVI refresh 


RG asked whether the signed date had to be used or whether scanned date could 
be used. 


JN said that it was up to each individual ERO to decide how best to determine 
whether they have met their responsibilities. 


 


Local Government Boundary Commission – Mathias report 


KJ explained that the Assembly boundaries will need to be reviewed after the 
Parliamentary boundary changes. 


The Cabinet Office are looking at the timing of elections. There are lots of elections 
due in 2016 and WAG oppose combination with the PCC elections. The locals could 
be postponed until 2017 but there would still be WAG and UKPGE in 2020. 


The group agreed that it would make sense to have everything in 5 year cycles. 


 


Future Meetings 


It was agreed that the next meeting should be held before the pre-election seminar in 
late January / early February. There will be another meeting in June before the post-
election seminar which could also double up as a pre-PCC election meeting. 


 


Any Other Business 







AT said that there was the possibility of a Mayoral election in Merthyr. GE said that 
there is also a possibility of this in Anglesey and that the boundaries to be used 
would not be known. 


























ASSOCIATION OF ELECTORAL ADMINISTRATORS 
NORTH WALES REGION 


 
 


Meeting held on Thursday, 29 September 2011 
 
 
The group discussed in detail the Draft Performance Standards received from the 
Electoral Commission and acknowledge that the majority of standards could be 
used during National Elections and Referendums. However, the group would 
suggest that the Returning Officer for Local Elections should be allowed to use 
his/her discretion to interpret the Performance Standards in accordance with 
local needs and conditions and as he/she sees fit.  
 
The Commission should appreciate that the Returning Officer’s main 
responsibility is to his/her electors and also to the appointing Local Authority .  
The Returning Officer must make good use of funds released by the Council to 
conduct the election.   As local elections are funded from the local public purse, 
consideration of all expenditure needs to be given in times of austerity - e,g, see 
our comments under Performance Standards 2b – Issue of Poll Cards 
 
At present electoral administrators do not have complete confidence in the 
accuracy of materials issued from the Commission.  This is drawn from 
experience during the referendums and elections that took place during 2011. In 
one instance the Chief Counting Officer issued an incorrect template of the PVS 
Referendum Ballot Paper and instructed local Counting Officers to proceed with 
the printing, only to replace it with a corrected template at a later date. This 
proved a costly error as many Counting Officers had already printed their ballot 
papers, and thus a great additional and avoidable cost was placed on the public 
purse due to the Commission’s  inattention to detail.  
 
Templates have to be correct and ready in plenty of time for use.  The Returning 
Officer’s staff should be able to edit the templates to allow changes to reflect the 
Local Authority needs with regards to the Welsh Language Act as we are sure 
the Electoral Commission are well aware.  All templates should be available in 
Welsh and English simultaneously. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







4.2 / 2a – Polling Station Set-up 
 
Based on experiences encountered in 2011, a review of the directions/guidance 
should take place to ensure flexibility in the appointment of Poll Clerks for Polling 
Stations.  There is not enough consideration given to geographic and historical 
data such as turnout, in areas where problems have not been encountered 
previously.  Consideration should be given to type of election undertaken, and 
the source of funding for the election in question (Principal Authority or 
Community Council) 
 
As templates are not prescriptive by law, the Commission should design a 
generic template stating Vote in Accordance with the guidance printed at the top 
of the ballot paper. 
 
The Commission seem to have decided that their style of material is best 
practice. However, every Returning Officer also has a responsibility to use style 
templates issued by the local authority that appointed him/her. Each local 
authority has designated a style in which all documents to local residents are 
sent out (Letters, Council Tax Bills etc). Electors will be more accustomed with 
these styles which are shown on material that is distributed throughout the year 
and in all local council facilities (libraries, leisure centres etc). Therefore it is our 
view that the Returning Officer should be able to issue material akin to the local 
style of the authority that appointed him/her. In fact, Returning Officers could fail 
in their duty to the local authority in some areas by not complying to branding 
policies of the local authority. 
 
4.2 / 2b – Producing Ballot Papers 
 
Clarification is required as to what “being printed” entails. 
 
Dates for despatching Poll Cards should not be prescribed for local elections.  
There needs to be consideration of extra costs that would be incurred for sending 
futile poll cards to electors in areas where elections are uncontested. The 
Commission do not fund local elections; the cost is borne by the local public 
purse. The Returning Officer may not be in a position to meet the standard on the 
dispatch of poll cards as the cost of writing out again to electors in uncontested 
areas may exceed the scheme for charges set for local elections by the local 
authority. 
 
The Commission should also realise that sending two pieces of correspondence 
to electors, one stating that there is an election and then a futher letter within two 
weeks stating that there is no election would be seen as particularly wasteful, 
especially in times of austerity. 
 
  







4.2 / 2c – Candidates and Agents 
 
It would be impractical to hold briefing sessions for ALL candidates at county and 
community elections.  The volume of work in the short period of time would make 
this task impossible.  Information will be freely available to all Candidates. Written 
briefings will to sent to candidates explaining each stage of the election process. 
 
4.3 / 3a – Producing Postal Vote stationery 
 
Templates – these should be for guidance only.  The Electoral Commission must 
realise that the Returning Officer may wish to use their Local Authority’s standard 
design for consistency. 
 
4.3 / 3c – Receiving and opening postal votes   
 
It would be helpful if the Returning Officer were to have an explanation of the  
reasoning for providing a layout plan for this function 
 
 
 
The above submission is from the electoral administrators of 
 
Isle of Anglesey County Council 
Conwy County Borough Council 
Denbighshire County Council 
Flintshire County Council 
Gwynedd County Council 
Wrexham County Borough Council 
 








 


 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC1Y 8YZ 
 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
 
Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers 
 
Firstly I must point out that the views expressed here are my own as an electoral 
administrator with thirty years experience, they are not necessarily those of Havering 
Council or the Returning Officer. 
 
PS 2b Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
 
The requirement to ‘ensure that a process is in place for proof-checking ballot papers/poll 
cards/postal ballot packs as they are being printed’ is totally unworkable.  I have three staff 
if one of them has to be absent to oversee printing of the poll cards which may be at one 
end of the country and another to oversee printing of the postal ballot packs somewhere 
else and another person somewhere else to oversee the printing of the ballot papers, how 
can I run the election?   
 
What is wrong with the current practice of proof checking before they go to print and 
checking again when the final documents are delivered back to the office, before they are 
issued. 
 
Timing of submissions 
 
After publishing the register on the 1st December, and supplying copies to all those 
entitled, we then have to complete and submit our performance standards for EROs. 
 
We then need to refresh most of the postal voter P.I.s which will be a time consuming 
manual task as we have had new software since they were originally collected and so 
were all scanned on together on one date. 
 
The Electoral Commission (EC) then expects a project plan and risk register to be 
submitted by the 13 January.  Not much time to produce a polished, well considered, 
comprehensive document I feel sure you will agree. 
 
I would also question what benefit is derived by the EC collecting information during the 
election, when we are working to tight deadlines, which outweighs the extra burden and 
pressure placed on us.   
 


Name                 Sandra Cottle 
Designation      Election Services 


 Manager 
Legal & Democratic Services 
London Borough of Havering 
Town Hall, Main Road 
Romford RM1 3BD 
 
Telephone: 01708 432446 
Fax:  01708 432148 
email:   sandra.cottle@havering.gov.uk 
Minicom: 01708 432444 
   
Date:  7 February 2012   







 


……………….continued overleaf 
 
Generally 
I am happy for the Electoral Commission (EC) to give guidance as to staffing levels and 
dates when certain tasks have to be commenced or completed.  However I am totally 
opposed to the EC giving instructions and directives, local circumstances and conditions 
must be taken into consideration.   
 
To state that one may apply for an exemption is a nonsense, when one is working in a 
highly pressurised environment one has to cope then and there to deal with the issues as 
they arise and can cogitate and account for them later. 
 
 On a general note I feel that until last year the Electoral Commission was fairly benign, 
acting as a critical friend giving guidance to electoral administrators and Returning Officers 
however that changed with the deluge of directives and instructions coming from all 
directions for the Referendum and the relationship has changed to being interfering and 
unhelpful.  
 
I am also concerned that the EC is naming and shaming Returning Officers as the EC 
makes no link between performance standards and the resources human and financial 
available to those Authorities.  Unless and until the EC does that the Performance 
Standards can have no real credibility. 
 
The EC also needs to mindful of the finance provided by Central Government for 
elections/referenda before it issues a directive.  For the Referendum the EC gave a 
directive that three poll clerks should be provided at a polling station with a certain 
electorate, but finance was only provided for two poll clerks. 
 
The EC also directed that polling places should be booked before the legislation allowing 
the Referendum was enacted.  As we had no other elections in London I checked with the 
Cabinet Office to see if any cancellation fees would be reimbursed if I booked the polling 
places and the Referendum wasn’t held on the 5 May, they advised:- 
 
 However, where contracting and payments can be delayed without posing risks to the efficient conduct of 
the referendum on 5 May or without additional expense being incurred, the Government have advised that 
this option should be taken". 
I will speak to the EC to see if they can extend the deadline which they have given for the booking of polling 
stations until next week.  
 
The EC poll card template stated where the Council’s logo was to be printed, whereas the 
Referendum had nothing to do with the Local Councils. 
 
Even when Central Government recognises that additional finance needs to be provided 
because of additional burdens it refuses to ring-fence the money to ensure it gets to the 
intended recipient, this unfairness cannot continue especially with the many changes 
proposed to the democratic system not least Individual Registration.  It seems a shame 
that the EC instead of putting its energies into working with electoral administrators and 
Returning Officers to improve standards, seems to be doing the exact opposite.  
 
Yours faithfully 
 


 
 
Sandra Cottle 







 


Election Services Manager  
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STRATFORD ON AVON DISTRICT COUNCIL 
 
RESPONSE TO CONSULTATION 
 
 
Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great 
Britain – Consultation Paper 
 
 
Before considering specific points with in the consultation paper it is 
worth noting that although the Electoral Commission has the right 
to determine standards of performance for Returning Officers it 
seems unfair that a Returning Officer can complete an election 
within the legislative framework but not achieve the standard set 
down be the Commission.  
 
Surely a better measurement would be the legal provisions to meet 
the standard with an enhanced or ‘above’ standard measurement as 
within the current standards.  
 
In general the standards seem very prescriptive; there are a great 
deal of ‘must’ do’s within the document. Should there not be some 
leeway within the standards? 
 
Much of the standards indicate the Returning officer will ‘fail’ unless 
they use what the Electoral Commission produces or the guidance it 
gives. The key word is guidance this paper seems to make them 
directives. 
 
Is there no consideration of what happens on polling day? It seems 
a returning Officer could tick al the boxes and achieve all the 
standards but do something completely wrong on polling day i.e. 
not close the poll at exactly 10pm. 
 
Draft Performance Standards 
 
Standard 1a: Planning an Election   
 


 No Comments. 
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Standard 2a: Polling station Set-up 
 


 What actually does ‘regard to Electoral Commission guidance’ 
mean? If the Returning Officer takes into account the 
guidance but disregards it due to local issues – will he ‘fail’ 
the standard?  


 
 In the recent referendum, an exception was requested but 


rejected. The extra number of polling staff was a large waste 
of money and resource. At local elections the Returning 
Officer has to balance cost against ‘necessary’ resource, and 
would be hard pressed to justify those extra staff at a local 
election. 


 
 Why should a Returning Officer have to follow ‘example 


templates that the Electoral Commission has issued’ if the 
posters are produced in accordance with legislation. Is this 
‘jobs for the boys’?  


 
Standard 2b: Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices  
 
 


 As above, why should a Returning Officer have to follow 
‘example templates that the Electoral Commission has issued’ 
if the poll cards are produced in accordance with legislation.  


 
 Query on date specified in Electoral Commission guidance 


 
Standard 2c: Candidates and agents 
 


 No comments. 
 
Standard 3a: producing postal vote stationery 
 


 Again query on the example templates issued by the Electoral 
Commission. 


  
Standard 3b: Issuing of postal votes 
 


 Query on date specified in Electoral Commission guidance, 
this should be a defined date by agreement. 


 
 
No comment on the further standards. 
 
Schedule for submission of monitoring checklists 
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16 March 2012 
 
We use the guidance for candidates (with a supplement) provided 
by the Electoral Commission will this be available by 16 March 2012 
 
Although we have permanent agents for a couple of political parties 
in many case we cannot issue full guidance until a nomination paper 
is requested so 16 March is not a realistic date for this. 
 
Although we would have an idea of a maximum number of count 
staff this would not be finalised until the close of nominations (as 
many of the Parishes do not contest) 
 
30 March 2012 
 
Postal vote opening sessions – see point above regarding count 
staff 
 
 
 
 
Paul Lankester 
Chief Executive 
 
14 October 2011 
 








Dr. Toby S. James
Department of Political and Cultural 
Studies 
College of Arts and Humanities
Singleton Park
Swansea University
SA2 8PP
UK
t.s.james@swansea.ac.uk
www.tobysjames.com 


Friday, 14 October 2011


Dear Electoral Commission,


I am delighted that the Electoral Commission has provided the opportunity to respond to 
the  proposed  new  standards  for  Returning  Officers.   Election  administration  has 
important  consequences  for  voter  participation,  electoral  fraud,  confidence  in  the 
democratic system and sometimes even electoral outcomes.  The standards can play an 
important  role in  ensuring that  elections  are  fairly and effectively administered.  I  am 
writing to respond to this consultation. 


I am currently undertaking a research project on the effects of the performance standards 
which has been funded by the Nuffield Foundation and McDougall Trust.  This involves 
interviewing staff in local authorities across the UK to understand how/if performance 
standards change their behaviour.  Elections staff have commonly been blamed for errors 
in election administration, in the UK and overseas, so it is important that we understand 
better the role that performance standards might have in improving elections. By the end 
of 2011 I  will  have interviewed approximately 60 staff  in  40 local  authorities  across 
England, Wales and Scotland.


It is too early to report the findings of this research because the fieldwork is ongoing. It is 
anticipated  that  one paper  will  be presented as part  of  a  leading panel  of experts  on 
electoral malpractice in April 2012 at the Political Studies Conference in Belfast.  I will 
also  be  reporting  research  findings  at  a  workshop  on  electoral  integrity  in  Madrid 
organised by Professor Pippa Norris of Harvard University.  I would also be happy to 
prepare a fuller report on the findings of the research for the Commission.  However, I 
have two comments at this stage. 


1.   There  is  a  considerable  amount  research  on what  may constitute  best 
practice in election administration from the US, and a little from the UK.  For 
example,  Scott  Orford,  Colin  Rallings,  Michael  Thrasher  and  Galina 
Borisyuk have very recently shown how polling station location can affect 



http://www.tobysjames.com/
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voter participation.  I attach a paper which illustrates some of the research on 
election administration and voter turnout.  One noteworthy aspect of the new 
(and  old)  standards  is  that  they  have  not  utilised  this  research.   This 
consultation  process  allows  individual  academics  such  as  myself  and 
stakeholders to provider feedback.  However, the Commission could consider 
conducting  or  commissioning  experimental  research  on  different  types  of 
procedures  to  ascertain  their  effectiveness  and  make  greater  use  of  the 
existing research.   As well  as improving procedures,  this would make the 
standards more transparent.  Explaining why standards represent best practice 
is important to ensure their legitimacy in the eyes of election administrators 
and may make them more likely to engage with them.


2.  The standards involve a move to real-time monitoring. This was first used 
in the 2011 AV Referendum.  Using this approach for all elections is a very 
significant  change  and  it  also  alters  the  role  of  the  Commission.    The 
Commission will be aware of some criticisms of how real-time monitoring 
worked in the Referendum in a recent report by the Association of Electoral 
Administrators.  The Commission is also yet to publish its own report on how 
real-time monitoring worked in the Referendum.  There may be advantages of 
real-time  monitoring.   However,  given  that  the  May  2012  elections  are 
already  fast  approaching,  it  may  be  wise  to  wait  until  May  2013  before 
implementing changes of such significance.  This would allow time for the 
Commission’s  report  and  my  own  research  findings  to  be  more  fully 
considered.


I  think  that  the  performance  standards  can  be  an  important  tool  to  improve  election 
administration.  In international perspective, they are novel and innovative.  I welcome 
the opportunity to be of any further assistance and I hope to share my research findings in 
due course.


Yours sincerely,


Dr. Toby S. James
Department of Political and Cultural Studies, Swansea University
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Response to the Electoral Commission Consultation: 


Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 


October 2011 


 


In relation to the above document I make the following observations and comments on the 


proposals. The consultation questions are specifically answered at the end of this document. 


 


General Comments 


 I recognise the requirement for Performance standards and welcome the review of the 


existing arrangements. 


 Whilst I recognise that “real-time” monitoring is beneficial to gauge progress and 


performance as the process is being undertaken we note: 


o As has been seen over the preceding years and now seems to be the norm for each 


new requirement being asked of the RO and his team no additional resources being 


made available for performance standards being undertaken during the election 


statutory period, this is not recognised by central government or by the Electoral 


Commission in any way.  


o With additional plans and statements being required it is expected that the Electoral 


Commission provide concise and clear guidelines and templates as to what they 


require so the time taken to complete the multiple submissions can be optimised 


during an already exceptional heavy workload. 


o That Returning Officer (RO) guidance and any other supplementary guidance and 


support must made available by early January to ensure the RO and his team have 


the appropriate amount of time to prepare an informed plan on finalised information. 


This is particularly important to our area where we have other elections in March 


outside the Electoral Commission remit. 


 


However it is with some degree of concern that I note the content of the revised performance 


standards being set by the Electoral Commission (EC).  


 


Following on from the Counting Officers directions, during the Referendum this year the EC is 


imposing these standards with a view to further controlling RO‟s actions. The RO has a unique 


autonomy and discretion in his actions and whilst consistency is welcomed and is recognised in 


the best interests of the voter, the Electoral Commission sets these RO standards without any of 


the responsibilities which the RO personally faces. 
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Whilst in an ideal world with infinite resource the EC‟s desire to make their best practice the 


absolute minimum required, the current legislation does not bear this out. Furthermore the support 


that the Local Authority (LA) gives to the Elections cannot be fully recovered from the government. 


The LA appears therefore to be shouldering more and more resource requirement in a historically 


underfunded function, with increasing election accounting restrictions. This in itself is a risk. 


 


Furthermore the RO must comply with the legislation by which he is bound. In terms of the 


performance the measures being used should be an indicator of whether legal compliance is being 


achieved and how the voters/other stakeholders are being served. This is not evident from the 


content of the Performance Standards that the EC propose. 


 


With specific regard to each Performance Standard: 


 


1a Planning and Organisation 


Identification of Staffing requirements  


Staffing requirements for permanent staff who function as the Returning Officer‟s team is always 


going to be greater than the Local Authority can afford, as a minimum LA‟s meet statutory 


requirement but over and above this there is no resource or any means of recovery of the finance 


required to have any other permanent staff. We can identify what we require in an „ideal world‟ but 


will not be able to realise it in practice other than to achieve statutory compliance. 


In relation to temporary staff please refer to comment under 2a in relation to staffing at the poll. 


 


Training Plan 


The training plan is a modification of the Training Schedule seen in the last set of standards. The 


EC need to be clear about what they expect to see submitted and provide a template.  


I also raise the concern often raised in other arenas that the training of permanent election staff is 


problematic in Scotland as many courses are “English-centric” and not appropriate and in addition 


is also subject to financial restriction as an LA borne cost which cannot be reclaimed. Are the EC 


going to require certified courses to be attended, or is on the job training and development going 


to be sufficient as this is going to be another financial consideration. 


 


Assessment of Outsourcing 


Define what is required in terms of assessment. Will a process, guidance or template be provided? 
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Identification of Suitable Venues 


Define the term “suitable”. The Electoral Commission‟s “suitable” and what is available or 


reasonable and propionate are likely to conflict, particularly in rural areas where there is not a 


range of choice over the venues that can utilised for elections. 


 


Processes for Observers 


Define what is meant by “processes” and what the EC expectations are in relation to this element. 


 


Performance Standard 2 – Administering the Poll 


2a – Polling Station Set up 


Allocation of Staff  


The Performance Standard refers to the EC Guidance, later provided in Electoral Administration 


Alert 162. I have significant concerns about not only the ratios provided in this document but the 


tone of the language should the RO in this discretion decide otherwise.  


 


Firstly how are the ratios arrived at? In querying this with the EC, these figures are based on old 


figures referred to in Scotland Office and Cabinet Office accounting guidance. Has any recent 


research been undertaken to establish if these are still appropriate ratios for staffing? The ratios 


being laid out here have significant cost implications for the whole country if every RO decides to 


meet them. This must be justified on up to date data and not simply a knee jerk reaction to the 


staffing issues in England during the UKP Election.  


 


Experience and the discretion of the RO seems to have been completely disregarded for arbitrary 


figures. The tone of the language being levelled at the RO in this Alert document in having to 


justify every contrary action to the EC has crossed the line from guidance/best practice to that of 


directive.   


 


It is should also be noted that the Scotland Office in current accounts guidance do not allow the 


reclaim of payments to standby staff the use of which is advocated by the EC, and therefore this is 


a cost having to be borne by the LA.  


 


2b – Producing Ballot Papers etc 


Producing pollcards  


The reference “to in accordance with the legislation” is appropriate but suggest that the 


requirement to using EC templates issued is a direction. As was experienced during the last 


election/referendum it was found that some of the EC templates were in fact contrary to what had 
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been legislatively laid and in one case wrong. The RO will always refer to the legislation in the first 


instance with consideration of best practice, if it is decided not to take account of EC guidance 


then this should not equate to failure to follow the standard. We are also reliant on the EC 


producing templates timeously and this as we have experienced has not been realised and 


therefore adds risk to the process. 


 


Ensure that the first issue of the pollcards are dispatched by the date specified by the EC 


This is clearly a direction and over steps the mark in relation to the EC‟s remit for this aspect. The 


pollcards will be issued at the RO‟s discretion in line with his responsibilities and autonomy, taking 


account of local arrangements and acting in the voter‟s interests. Again if it is decided not to take 


account of EC guidance then this should not equate to failure to follow the standard. The EC 


appears to give no regard to any coordination from the EMB should there be any should the RO 


choose to follow that. 


 


2c – Candidates and Agents 


No comment on this. 


 


Performance Standard 3 - Absent Voting 


3a – Producing Postal Vote Stationery 


Similar to pollcards the reference “to in accordance with the legislation” is appropriate but suggest 


that the requirement to using EC templates issued is a direction. As was experienced during the 


last election/referendum it was found that some of the EC templates were in fact contrary to what 


had been legislatively laid and in one case wrong. The RO will always refer to the legislation in the 


first instance with consideration of best practice, if it is decided not to take account of EC guidance 


then this should not equate to failure to follow the standard. We are also reliant on the EC 


producing templates timeously and this as we have experienced has not been realised and 


therefore adds risk to the process. 


 


3b – Issuing of Postal Votes 


“Undertaken by a date specified by the EC” - This is clearly a direction and over steps the mark in 


relation to the EC‟s remit for this aspect. The postal votes will be issued at the RO‟s discretion, 


taking account of local arrangements and acting in the voter‟s interests in line with his 


responsibilities and autonomy. If it is decided not to take account of EC guidance then this should 


not equate to failure to follow the standard. The EC appears to give no regard to any coordination 


from the EMB should there be any should the RO choose to follow that.  
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Also note concern about the EC requirement to “attend” processes also seen elsewhere in 


reference to ballot paper printing. If control, sampling and feedback mechanisms are in place with 


the contractor and client (RO) to the satisfaction of the RO and clearly documented this 


requirement being placed on RO‟s is of dubious value. 


 


3c – Receiving and opening postal votes 


There is no requirement in law for RO‟s to statutorily check 100% of postal identifiers so requiring 


this as a performance standard is not appropriate. The EC have long established their desire to 


see 100% of identifiers checked but the RO must comply with the law first and foremost which 


currently stands at 20%. During the election process for whatever reason the RO may take an 


operational decision to reduce the amount of identifiers being checked, this is under the discretion 


of the RO. Failure to meet a 100% does not make the RO answerable to the EC nor should fail a 


performance standard, as it is the EC‟s own standard and not one reflected in law. 


 


Performance Standard 4 - Verifying and Counting the Votes 


 


Appropriate resources are in place to ensure verification and count in a timely manner 


What is meant by timely? This word is not specific enough to establish what the EC are trying to 


measure in relation to this objective. 


 


The requirement to provide a layout plan and workflow and Number of verification and count staff 


as evidence is not entirely clear as this will be subject to local requirements and therefore local 


knowledge. Without any context is of little value as evidence and cannot see what the EC can gain 


from this information for the purposes of measurement against the objectives set. 


 


Performance Standard 5 – After Declaration of Results 


5b – Evaluation – More guidance will be required in what is expected in terms of “evaluation”, 


would also suggest that a “lesson learnt” document is perhaps not the ideal terminology for 


something to base high level risk and project plans on.  


 


Appendix A – Schedule of Monitoring Checklists 


No specific comment about the dates, other than the date on the 27 April 2012 is questionable, but 


note that this is the latest time by which the checklists have to be completed. I sincerely hope ALL 


checklists pro formas will be available in advance of the statutory period so as much can be 


completed in advance of the election as possible and are not sent in streams of endless EC email 


attachments during the statutory period causing more burden on staff who are in the process of 
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actually administering the election. This is a requirement to allow us to minimise and manage the 


increased risk of undertaking this additional work during the statutory period. 


 


Electoral Commission Consultation Questions  


 


Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and reasonably within 


the responsibility of the ROs in their conduct of the statutory duties? 


 


The performance standards proposed go beyond the RO‟s statutory duties. 


 


Are there any other area of the ROs remit that we have not covered and which and can be 


measured? 


 


Not that come to mind 


 


Are the standards appropriately refined, taking into account the need for clear, objective 


assessment criteria? 


 


There are some areas of the wording as highlighted above that give rise to dubiety and 


require better definition for the avoidance of doubt. 


 


Does the data/evidence required section outline appropriate and sufficient evidence to justify 


whether an RO has met the performance standards? 


 


Comments as noted above. 


 


Are the timeframes for the submission of data/evidence reasonable? 


 


Yes, as long as the performance standards information is finalised by early December to 


allow plans to reflect the new requirements and that all checklist proforma is made available 


in advance of the statutory period of the election to minimise the burden of additional work. 


 


Moira Patrick, Depute Returning Officer, on behalf of 
Mr Mark Palmer, Returning Officer, The Moray Council. 
11 October 2011 


















































Draft Performance Standards for 
Returning Officers in Great Britain 
 
 
Consultation paper – September 2011   
 
Name: Nigel K Spilsbury 
Position: Electoral Services Manager 
Organisation: Plymouth City Council 
Telephone Number: 01752 304861 
Email: nigel.spilsbury@plymouth.gov.uk 
 
This response is undertaken in the capacity of Electoral Services Manager 
 
 
Introduction 
 
On 5 September 2011 the Electoral Commission issued a circular EC19/2011 and 
consultation document in relation to proposed ‘Draft performance standards for 
Returning Officers in Great Britain’. 
 
This was followed on the 26 September 2011 with Electoral administration alert 162 
which provided supplementary information in relation to the consultation. 
 
The Electoral Administration Act 2006 (EAA) gave the Electoral Commission (EC) 
powers to set performance standards for Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) and 
Returning Officers (ROs) in Great Britain. The 2006 Act also allows the EC to 
‘direct’ relevant officers to provide the EC with reports regarding performance 
against standards and to publish its assessment of the level of performance by 
relevant officers against the standards.  
 
The first set of standards was issued following the European Parliamentary elections 
in 2009 and a second set following the UK Parliamentary general election in 2010. 
 
In 2011 the EC conducted ‘live’ performance monitoring in respect of the 
Referendum on the UK Parliamentary voting system. Within this performance 
monitoring framework was a set of ‘directives’ relating to the way functions were to 
be carried out by Counting Officers (CO), issued by the Chief Counting Officer 
(CCO). 
 
The Electoral Commission have now drafted new performance standards and invited 
comments from interested parties. In particular the consultation ‘seeks views and 
comments on both the overall set of performance standards and on the approach to 
monitoring and reporting on the performance of ROs’. 
 
 
 







 
Monitoring Performance and Planning 
 
Performance 
 
Monitoring in real-time is probably more effective and realistic than obtaining a post-election 
assessment. It does have the benefit of achieving a consistency of approach and not having 
to re-visit after an election. 
 
However, there needs to be guarantees that:- 
 


 The timing of returns do not clash with key peaks in work-load 
 Advance notice of what data or information is to be submitted, and 
 The dates by which this information is to be provided is known well in advance 


 
There seems to be an acceptance by the EC that this is a pre-requisite requirement and has 
earmarked December for the supply of this information. 
 
 
Planning 
 
Performance Standard 1a – Planning for an election. 
 
It is noted that in addition for the requirement for ROs to provide a copy of the 
Project Plan and Risk and Contingency Assessments, that the EC will be selecting a 
25% sample prioritised on the basis of ‘risk taking into account factors such as 
experience of the RO, previous issues and those who report not meeting the 
standard as well as other factors.  
 
Is it more critical to have an experienced RO or have a good and well experienced 
Electoral Services team in place, as ROs do not tend to work on the day to day 
aspects of election administration?  How will the EC be aware of this experience? 
What are the other factors? 
 
 
Delivery 
 
It is noted that the remaining standards are to be monitored by means of checklists 
sent to ROs on pre-determined dates and for data and or evidence to be submitted 
to the EC. 
 
Has the checklists been prepared? If so what will be included in the checklist? It 
would have been useful to view the checklists as part of this consultation.  
 
It would also have been useful to have sight of the EC guidance manual for ROs on 
administering elections now; to ascertain what ROs will need to do to meet the 
standards. This would clarify ‘how onerous’ or not meeting the standards will be. 
Without this guidance any comments in this consultation is not complete. 
 
Comment on the evidence to be submitted and timings are outlined below. 
 
 







Performance Standard 1a – Planning for an election 
 
To meet the standard, the Returning Officer must demonstrate that they have 
prepared a project plan/risk register, that it is treated as a ‘living’ document and kept 
under regular review, and is used to monitor progress and report on lessons learnt. 
 
 
What is a project plan? 
 
Project planning in its simplest terms involves scheduling a series of tasks and target 
dates that will keep the project moving forward on a consistent basis, like a roadmap 
for detailing how the project will reach its desired goal. 
 
I agree that the plan must include: - 
 


 Clearly defined objectives and success measures, and perhaps  
 Identification of staffing requirements for administering the project 


 
As implied above a project plan will include ‘highlights’ like event dates. A project 
plan does not include specifics like;  
 


 Contingency planning 
 Business Continuity 
 Risk Registers 
 Staff resources plan 
 Training plan or schedule 
 Assessments of any kind  
 Accommodation plans 
 Integrity plan 
 Management of the Absent voting or Verification and Count processes 
 Communications and Public Awareness plan 
 Documents or plans to manage people or any part of the process 
 Evaluation plan 


 
Although reference is usually made to these plans in a project plan, to my way of 
thinking these are separate issues and will always be treated as separate plans. 
 
I would recommend that PS1a is re-worded to read -  
 
To meet the standard ….. on lessons learnt.. The project plan must make reference 
to:  
 


 Then list the bullet points as printed in PS1a  
 
 
 
 
The EC may also want to make clear or otherwise in PS 1a that they may or will be 
requiring a copy of other plans or evidence to support the standard (plans other 







than the project plan and risk register). At least as ROs or administrators we will 
know what may be required. Perhaps the EC would like to put together standard 
template plans for the areas mentioned above to assist ROs?  
 
 
Administering the poll 
 
Performance Standard 2a – Polling station set-up 
 
Is the selection of polling stations and accessibility a relevant performance standard? 
This is now covered in the recently completed ‘statutory’ review undertaken every 4 
years. 
 
Why do ROs have to justify; not adhering completely to using EC guidance? In most 
cases EC guidance will match my own criteria but in some cases I adapt to local 
circumstances and use turnout history in relation to allocating staff at polling 
stations. This seems like a ‘back-door’ direction. 
 
Why must R/Os produce documents in accordance with EC templates? Surely this 
is a matter for each RO, who is supposed to be independent of other influences. 
 
Otherwise evidence required is always available. 
 
 
Performance Standard 2b – Producing ballot papers, poll cards and 
notices 
 
Why must R/Os produce documents in accordance with EC templates? Surely this is 
a matter for each RO? 
 
What form of evidence will be required to demonstrate ‘details of proof-checking’ 
are in place? It is unlikely that any RO has a written note on the specifics of proof 
checking. 
 
 
Performance standard 2c – Candidates and agents 
 
No comments.   
 
 
Performance Standard – Producing postal vote stationery 
 
Why must R/Os produce documents in accordance with EC templates? Surely this is 
a matter for each RO? 
 
 
 
What form of evidence will be required to demonstrate ‘details of proof-checking’ 
are in place? It is unlikely that any RO has a written note on the specifics of proof 
checking. 







 
 
Performance Standard 3b – Issuing of postal votes 
 
Electoral Administration Alert 162 states – ‘the first issue of postal votes must be 
carried out by not later than the ninth working day before the election’. At the May 
2012 polls this would mean issuing by Friday 20 April, when the deadline is 5pm on 
Wednesday 18 April.  
 
Have the contractors the capacity to issue this quickly?  Have they been consulted?  
 
Is fixing a must do date rather prescriptive, hasty and rather risky?  
 
 
Performance Standard 3c – receiving and opening postal votes 
 
No comments.  
 
 
Performance Standard 4a – Effective verification and count procedures 
 
No comments. Current evidence is available. 
 
 
Performance Standard 5a – Forwarding, storage and disposal of 
documents 
 
No comments. Current evidence is available. 
 
 
Performance Standard 5b – Review of election procedures 
 
No comments. Current evidence is available. 
 
 
Timing 
 
Latest date for submission Performance Standard Comment (if any) 


 
13 January 2012 PS 1a - Planning Suggest 31 January 2012, 


with 31 January remaining 
as the latest date.  
Discussions on critical 
dates are usually still 
taking place with suppliers 
during January, 


 
Latest date for submission Performance Standard Comment (if any) 


 







24 February 2012 PS 2a – Polling station set-up 
PS 2b – Producing ballot 
papers, poll cards & notices 
PS 2c – Candidates & Agents 
PS 3b – Issuing of postal 
votes 


OK 
OK 
OK 
OK 
OK 


16 March 2012 PS2a – Polling station set-up 
 
PS2b – Producing ballot 
papers, poll cards & notices 
PS2c – Candidates & agents 
PS3a – Producing postal vote 
stationery 
PS 3b – Issuing postal votes 
PS 4a – Effective count 
processes 


Just a little early. I am 
suggesting 30 March 2012. 
OK 
 
OK 
OK 
 
OK 
OK 


30 March 2012 PS 3c – Receiving & Opening 
postal votes 


OK 
 


5 April 2012 PS 2a – Polling station set-up 
PS 2b – Producing ballot 
papers, poll cards & notices 
PS 3a – producing postal 
vote stationery 
PS 4a – Effective count 
processes 


OK 
OK 
 
OK 
 
OK 


27 April 2012 PS 2b – Producing ballot 
papers, poll cards & notices 
PS3b – Issuing of postal 
votes 


OK 
 
OK 
 


1 June 2012 PS3c – Receiving & Opening 
postal votes 
PS5a – Forwarding, storage 
and disposal of documents 


OK 
 
OK 


Following election PS5b – Review of election 
procedures 


OK 


 
 
Finally 
 
The draft performance standards seem very similar to the CCO ‘directions’ issued at 
the Referendum on the UK voting system held earlier this year, but without sight of 
the ‘draft’ guidance referred to in the performance standards this is difficult to judge. 
However, following receipt of Alert 162 and extracts from the draft guidance it is 
likely that this view could be confirmed and as a consequence I am sure the RO 
Performance Standards will be dubbed ‘back door directions’.  
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Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC1Y 8YZ 
 
 
 
 


 
 Contact  Fiona Osman 
 Direct Dial  01284 757105 
 Email  fiona.osman@stedsbc.gov.uk 
 
14 October 2011 


Dear Mr Clayton 
 
Response to the consultation by the Electoral Commission on draft performance 
standards for Returning Officers 
 
This response has been made from the viewpoint of a manager responsible for elections at 
St Edmundsbury Borough Council. 
 


 
We were asked to take the above into consideration when providing our responses to the 
consultation. One overriding point made in the document is at paragraph 3.9 which says that 
”the information that we will ask for in future presents as little burden as possible to ROs 
and their staff and does not impact on their capacity to deliver their core duties.” I am sure 
that most ROs and their staff would prefer to provide as much of the information required in 
advance in as few documents as possible.  The government are intending to reduce the 
amount and complexity of data which local authorities are required to provide to central 
government for performance monitoring purposes and so any changes to the performance 
standards should take this into account. 
 
The key document to any successful election process is the project plan and whilst there is a 
desire to make it succinct, it can be used to provide most of the information that is required 
as part of the Performance Standards.  The plan is supposed to be a “living document” that 


 Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and 
reasonably within, the responsibility of ROs in the conduct of their statutory duties? 


 Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered, and which can 
be measured? 


 Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, 
objective assessment criteria? 


 Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient evidence to 
justify whether an RO has met the performance standard? 


 Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable?







2. 


should be updated and amended regularly to take account of progress.   
 
Once the project plan has been submitted, the Commission should take it as read that 
actions will occur when they are ‘scheduled’ to occur.  Most election staff would be recording 
in the Project Plan where a deadline hasn’t been met; this can then be submitted as an 
update to the Commission when required. To have to report this separately is an 
unnecessary burden.  
 
I have initial concerns that the deadline for submission of Project Plans is likely to be not 
later than December (no date was given).  Taking Christmas and New Year into account, this 
is likely to mean that many election staff will need to complete this by the middle of 
December.  This is only 2 weeks following the publication of the Register and does not give 
sufficient time to review the plan in detail, therefore this work will have to commence during 
the canvass period. 
 
My initial reaction to the proposed checklists was that we were being asked to provide vast 
quantities of information and to confirm that we had actually done what we had said we 
were going to do in our Project Plan.  The whole process should be streamlined to enable as 
much information to be provided ‘up-front’ (i.e. with the Project Plan) and a time to suit the 
authority but within the deadline. My suggestions are as follows: 
 
 Create an Appendix to the Project Plan which records all the scheduled dates for key 


activities (such as Candidates & Agents Briefing, despatch of poll cards etc).  This would 
be submitted with the Project Plan and would eliminate the need for 5 separate dates to 
be provided (3 on 24 Feb, 1 on 16 Mar and 1 on 30 Mar).  There are a further 3 actual 
dates required and unless these are different to the scheduled dates would need no 
further reporting.  If there are any differences, the Appendix can simply be resubmitted 
with the actual date recorded and the reason for the difference.  


 
 This will also apply to the % of postal vote identifiers to be checked – most ROs will 


intend to check 100% (even though we are only required to check 20% by law) - this can 
be included in the Project Plan and will only need updating if less than 100% were 
checked – eliminating the need for another 2 returns. 


 
 When submitting the project plan, the authority could provide a link to the webpage 


where all the election documentation will be found – this will eliminate the need for 2 
separate links to be provided on 5 April and 27 April. 


 
 During the Referendum, we received checklists by e-mail requiring us to complete the ‘e-


mail template’ and forward it back to the Commission.  We weren’t able to plan ahead 
and provide the information required at an earlier date as we were limited to the e-mail 
format.  I understand that this format allowed the Commission to easily upload the 
information given– however it was not ‘easy’ for us to complete. It would be helpful if a 
complete checklist was provided from the beginning with the deadlines when details are 
required – this will allow staff flexibility in completing and sending the returns enabling 
them to be dealt with at a far earlier stage where this is possible.  


 
 Where samples of notices are required that are statutory notices or where templates have 


been provided by the Commission, then these should only be provided where they differ. 
This includes the ‘Guidance for voters’, ‘Instructions for voters’, postal voting statements, 
poll cards. 


 







3. 


 Proof-checking – We are being asked to provide details of the arrangements for proof-
checking three different documents on 2 different dates.  One document could be 
provided which details the general arrangements and protocols for proof-checking with 
more specific information provided for each document type. 


 
 Security of documents – There are two requirements (on 2 different dates) to detail the 


steps taken to ensure the security of ballot papers and postal ballots.  Again, one 
document could be produced that details the security measures and this could be 
provided in advance with the Project Plan. 


 
I have provided more detailed information (attached) on each of the draft performance 
standards and the checklists which you may find useful. 
 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 


 
 
Fiona Osman 
Electoral Services Manager 
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Draft Performance Standards 
 
No: Performance 


Standard 
Comments 


1a Planning for an 
election 


 For future elections, the EC will be asking for project plans and 
risk registers to be submitted not later than December for 
elections being held the following May. The work in producing 
these documents could overlap with the end of the canvass and 
publication of the register, especially if election staffs take 
annual leave over Christmas and New Year as this is historically 
a ‘quieter time’ for them.  


2a Polling station 
set-up 


 Required to provide examples of ‘Guidance for voters’ and 
‘Instructions for voters’ yet these are prescribed documents.  
Therefore why do we need to provide examples? 


 Required to provide details of guidance to staff on how to set 
up polling stations – yet the example layout used in the EC 
Polling Station Handbook is in our view, not ideal as it shows 
the Polling Agents being prominent upon entry into the polling 
station.  We feel that the Presiding Officer and Poll Clerk should 
be prominent. 


2b Producing ballot 
papers, poll 
cards and 
notices 


 Required to provide examples of poll cards (including postal). 
These are to be produced in accordance with legislation and 
any example templates provided by EC.  Why, then do we need 
to provide example – surely a question as to whether they have 
been produced in accordance with… is sufficient? 


 Required to give scheduled date and actual date for despatch 
of poll cards.  The scheduled date will be in the Project Plan – 
would it not be more efficient to only provide the actual date of 
despatch if it isn’t on the scheduled date? 


 Required to provide link to page on LA website on which 
notices are published.  Can we provide a link to the ‘election 
page’ with our Project Plan? The EC can then check whenever 
they wish as to what documents have been published. 


2c Candidates and 
agents 


No comments – all that is required to provide is already included 
in the Briefing Notes we give to candidates and agents. 


3a Producing 
postal vote 
stationery 


 We assume that there will be sufficient leeway to allow LA to 
use one-piece mailers which may not exactly match the 
templates provided by the EC? 


3b Issuing of 
postal votes 


 Required to give scheduled and actual dates for despatch of 
postal ballot packs (and those being sent overseas) – see 
comment above for poll cards. 


 Required to provide details of arrangements for recording 
number of postal votes issued.  This is recorded by our 
software – do you mean to ask what checks are carried out to 
ensure that the next BP to be issued on our system agrees with 
the actual next BP to be issued? 


 
3c Receiving and 


opening postal 
votes 


 Scheduled dates of PV opening sessions and details will be 
included in the Project Plan 


 Required to provide details of arrangements with Royal Mail – 
usually they will provide a ‘contract’ of the arrangements made 
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for the LA to confirm and sign following a meeting with a 
representative. This document would be ideal to provide as 
evidence but is reliant on it being produced at the right time by 
Royal Mail. 


 Required to provide plan of opening venue and details of 
workflow.  How useful is this going to be to the EC without a 
thorough knowledge of the procedures in place? 


 Required to confirm what % of identifiers are to be checked 
and what % were checked.  Again, can we not just provide 
details if less than 100% were checked? 


4a Effective 
verification and 
count processes 


 Required to provide number of verification and count staff.  
This could well be limited by the size of the room therefore this 
factor needs to be taken into account. 


5a Forwarding, 
storage and 
disposal of 
documents 


 Required to provide copies of candidate returns.  Would this be 
just for certain election types or all elections?   


5b Review of 
election 
procedures 


No comments 
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Appendix A – Schedule for submission of monitoring 
checklists 
 
I am assuming that the deadline dates will be amended to reflect the change in date for the 
election for Police and Crime Commissioners to 15 Nov 2012/ 
 
Deadline 
date 


Perf 
Std 
No. 


Data/evidence 
required 


Comment 


13 Jan 
2012 (16 
weeks 
before) 


1a  Assessment form 
 Project Plan 
 Risk Register 


 We are being asked to assess whether 
we meet all the required criteria up to 
5 months before an election. At this 
stage there are still a lot of ‘unknowns’ 
and therefore any assessment cannot 
take these into account. 


24 Feb 
2012 (10 
weeks 
before) 


2a  Details of 
assessment of PS 
access issues 


 
 Details of approach 


in allocating electors 
& staff to PS 


 If no issues, will you require a ‘nil’ 
response or will evidence of 
assessment of all PS be required? 


 
 Formula used can be incorporated into 


Project Plan – we could then report 
solely on any exceptions. 


2b  Arrangements for 
proof-checking poll 
cards 


 
 Scheduled date of 


despatch of poll 
cards 


 Would a generic protocol for proof-
checking all documents be sufficient? 


 
 
 The Project Plan could include a 


separate Appendix listing all scheduled 
dates with a column for recording any 
actual dates that were different to the 
scheduled date together with a reason 
why.  This Appendix could then be 
sent to EC. 


2c  Arrangements for 
informal checking of 
nomination papers 


 These would be detailed in the 
Candidates and Agents Briefing notes. 


3b  Arrangements for 
monitoring 
outsourcing of PV 
issue process 


 
 Scheduled dates for 


despatch of PVs 
(both normal and 
overseas) 


 Assume that if no outsourcing takes 
place, no details are required 


 
 
 
 See comment above for poll cards. 


16 March 
2012 (7 
weeks 
before) 


2a  What guidance is 
given to PS staff on 
how to set up PS 


 Would a copy of the Powerpoint 
presentation used be sufficient? Staff 
are also given the EC PS Handbook 
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2b  Arrangements for 
proof-checking BPs 


 
 Arrangements for 


security of BPs 
 
 
 Example of poll card 


and Postal poll card 


 See above for poll cards 
 
 
 If this is included in project plan under 


‘security issues’ would further 
information be required? 


 
 As mentioned before, if these are 


prescribed, why do we need to provide 
an example? 


 
 


2c  Written guidance for 
candidates and 
agents 


 
 Information given to 


candidates and 
agents on 
calculating expenses 


 
 Dates of briefing 


sessions and 
resources 


 No comments – all information is given 
in the Candidates & Agents Briefing 
Notes 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 Likely to be included in Project Plan 


therefore do we need to give details 
again? 


3a  Arrangements for 
proof-checking PV 
stationery 


 


 See above for poll cards 


3b  Arrangements for 
recording no. of PV 
issued at all sessions 
and when issuing 
replacements 


 


 Can our software system be used to 
provide this information with a double-
check being done against the next BP 
to be issued daily? 


4a  Layout and 
workflow of count  


 
 Arrangements to 


maintain clear audit 
trail of count 
process 


 
 No. of count staff 


 How useful is this plan to EC staff with 
no knowledge of the venue? 


 
 If a protocol for the count process was 


provided at the same time as the 
project plan, would any further 
information be required here? 


 
 This usually depends on the size of the 


count venue which is the limiting 
factor. 


 
30 March 
2012 (5 
weeks 
before) 


3c  Scheduled dates for 
PV Openings 


 
 Arrangements with 


Royal Mail 


 Appendix of Project Plan – see above? 
 
 
 Would copy of Royal Mail’s contract 


suffice? 
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 Arrangements to 


maintain clear audit 
trail of PV opening 
process 


 
 Arrangements for 


security and 
transportation of 
postal ballots 


 
 Layout plan of PV 


Opening venue 
 
 % checking of PV 


Identifiers 


 
 As for count – could a protocol be 


provided with the project plan? 
 
 
 
 If this is included in project plan under 


‘security issues’ would further 
information be required? 


 
 
 How useful is this plan to EC staff with 


no knowledge of the venue? 
 
 Would be better to just report if less 


than 100% were checked. 
5 April 
2012 (4 
weeks 
before) 


2a  Example of notices 
for voters 


 There are prescribed – so why do we 
need to provide examples? 


2b  Actual date of poll 
card despatch 


 
 Link to LA webpage 


where NofE 
published 


 Appendix of Project Plan – see above 
 
 
 Link to page to be provided with 


Project Plan – EC can then check 
whenever they wish 


3a  Example of PVS  Can this be provided as soon as 
sample templates have been 
produced?  As mentioned earlier, I 
hope there is sufficient leeway for LA 
to use one-piece mailers. 


 
4a  Information 


provided to count 
attendees 


 


 No comment 


27 April 
2012 (1 
week 
before) 


2b  Link to LA webpage 
where NofP 
published 


 


 As above – link provided with Project 
Plan 


3b  Actual date of 
despatch of PV 
packs (to ordinary 
and overseas 
voters) 


 Appendix of Project Plan – see above 


1 June 
2012 (4 
weeks 
after) 


3c  Actual % PV 
identifiers checked 
plus reason if less 
than 100% checked 


 
 Statement as to 


postal ballot papers 


 If we checked 100%, why do we need 
to say so? 


 
 
 
 Currently provided 
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5a  Arrangements for 
storage of 
documentation 


 
 
 Arrangements to 


maintain clear audit 
trail to cover 
packaging of 
documents 


 
 Copies of candidate 


returns 


 If a protocol for the storage process 
was provided at the same time as the 
project plan, would any further 
information be required here? 


 
 As above 
 
 
 
 
 
 Would these only be required for 


certain election types? 
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A response to the consultation on performance standards for Returning 
Officers in Great Britain (EC19/2011) 
 
I am responding to this consultation in my capacity as a manager of electoral 
services for a metropolitan authority with a total electorate of 194,000 
including 52,000 postal voters and a long history of safely delivered elections. 
 
General Comments on the performance standards and the approach 
taken by the Electoral Commission (EC) 
 
I am somewhat concerned that the EC appears to be attempting to use 
performance standards to exercise powers which it does not possess.  What 
would happen if a Returning Officer (RO) had in his considered opinion good 
reason to deviate slightly from a requirement but was still acting in 
accordance with the statutory provisions? It may be that his decision was the 
safer/better one in the particular circumstances but he could still be judged 
sub-standard. 
 
I agree with the approach as described in paragraph 3.2 but am worried that 
the level of prescription in some areas could have the unforeseen 
consequence of introducing risk which could lead to a failure of some part of 
the process thus damaging “people’s trust in the way our elections work” 
which would go directly against the EC’s desired aims as given in 3.2.  
 
I am happy to be told (in paragraph 3.9) that the EC has used the “lessons 
learned from the polls in 2011” but am disappointed that I don’t have the 
opportunity to assess whether the EC has learned the appropriate lessons 
since its report on the May polls has not yet been published and seems 
unlikely to be before this consultation is closed.  I do hope though, that the 
lesson that it must meet its own target dates if the ROs are to meet theirs has 
been taken to heart. 
 
I think it is absolutely right that ROs and Electoral Registration Officers 
(EROs) are subject to performance monitoring and that there should be a 
consistent standard of high performance levels nationwide.  
 
However, it should be noted that their ability to perform can be affected by the 
EC’s own performance (for example, if the EC’s guidance is inaccurate or 
delayed or its own timetables for issuing template documents etc are not 
adhered to). There are many recent examples which have added to the 
pressures on EROs and ROs and have put them at risk of failing to meet a 
deadline or standard.   
 
The EC must be accountable in some way and there should be some method 
of monitoring and challenging its performance too. 
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Comments on the draft standards: 
 
Standard  Comment 
1a Timeframes for submission 


The timing for submission of the project plan and risk 
register of 13 January 2012 seems about right. The 
suggestion that this may be required in December for future 
years should be reconsidered.  Whilst it is the case that 
election planning and negotiations are taking place before 
and during December, it will take until January for the RO to 
be in a position to draw together all the threads and 
document outcomes in plans containing sufficient detail.  It 
should also be noted that during December the team is busy 
completing the various statistical and performance 
monitoring returns, as well as completing its review of the 
annual canvass to identify and document lessons learned 
and suggestions for improvements for the future. 


2b Ensure that a process is in place for proof checking 
ballot papers / poll cards as they are being printed. 
 
I would suggest that each RO is required to provide 
satisfactory evidence of his arrangements for robust 
checking but with some flexibility for him to make the best 
possible arrangements to avoid risk to his specific processes 
which may well depend upon which contractor he has 
decided to use. For example if this was interpreted as a 
requirement to interrupt the printing production process 
whilst items are on machines this could very well increase 
the error factor and cause disruption and delay to print 
contractors which may lead to missed despatch targets. 
Print contractors working with large volumes tend to 
experience fewer errors on uninterrupted runs and are more 
able to meet their schedules.  Every time a production run is 
interrupted a new risk of error is introduced.  In practice it is 
usually better to insist on hard copy (not just pdf) proofs 
before the print process begins and then to physically check 
the printed items before they are despatched but whilst there 
is still time to correct any errors found. This process can still 
be carried out on-site at the printers but is less likely to 
introduce risk during production. 
 
Produce the poll cards in accordance with the 
legislation and any example templates the EC has 
issued.  EC templates can be very useful and well-written 
but sometimes don’t take account of practical matters such 
as the amount of space available or allow the RO to add 
their own good practice initiatives developed from previous 
“lessons learned”. For example after we discovered that a 
voter did not telephone the office on polling day because 
she assumed we would be closed after 5pm, we now add a 
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line to the poll cards to inform voters that they can contact 
us throughout polling hours on polling day. We need the 
flexibility to make use of the lessons we learn and the ideas 
for improvement that develop. 
Ensure first issue of poll cards are despatched by date 
specified in EC guidance.  (Your supplementary advice 
suggests that this would be the day after notice of 
election) 
Whilst I appreciate the intent behind this, “practicable” is the 
operative word in the legislation and I would suggest that a 
little flexibility be introduced to avoid the unintended 
consequence of adding risk to the process.  Print contractors 
may be more at risk error or of missing the target date for 
some of their customers if they are trying to get everything 
out at the same time. Royal Mail are much more likely to 
have difficulty in achieving delivery targets and may be more 
at risk of losing some items if such huge numbers 
nationwide are all entering their distribution network on a 
single day.  It seems wiser instead to give a timeframe which 
could still be quite tightly defined (eg 24-22 days before 
polling day).  


3a Produce postal voting statements in accordance with 
the legislation and any example templates provided by 
the EC.  
 
As mentioned above - EC templates can be very useful and 
well-written but sometimes don’t take account of practical 
matters such as the amount of space available or allow the 
RO to add their own good practice initiatives developed from 
previous “lessons learned”.    Please allow some flexibility 
for this. 
 
Ensure a process is in place for proof-checking postal 
vote stationery as it is being printed.  
 
As above I would suggest that each RO is required to 
provide satisfactory evidence of his arrangements for robust 
checking but with some flexibility for him to make the best 
possible arrangements to avoid risk to his specific processes 
which may well depend upon which contractor he has 
decided to use. For example if this was interpreted as a 
requirement to interrupt the printing production process 
whilst items are on machines this could very well increase 
the error factor and cause disruption and delay to print 
contractors which may lead to missed despatch targets. 
Print contractors working with large volumes tend to 
experience fewer errors on uninterrupted runs and are more 
able to meet their schedules.  Every time a production run is 
interrupted a new risk of error is introduced.  In practice it is 
usually better to insist on hard copy (not just pdf) proofs 
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before the print process begins and then to physically check 
the printed items before they are despatched but whilst there 
is still time to correct any errors found. This process can still 
be carried out on-site at the printers but is less likely to 
introduce risk during production. 
 


 Ensure first issue of postal votes is undertaken by the 
date specified in EC guidance (Your supplementary 
advice suggests that this would be 9 days before polling 
day)  
 
Again, I appreciate the intent behind this, but am concerned 
that it introduces unnecessary risk. I would suggest that a 
little flexibility be introduced to avoid the unintended 
consequence of adding risk to the process.  Postal vote 
packs are a very complex print job and allowing only 2 
days for this process is very dangerous and the danger 
increases significantly with every additional combined 
poll. Even 1 additional day would make a significant 
difference.  
 
We have 52,000 postal voters and will have to supply initial 
data to printers before the 5pm -11 deadline (there is simply 
insufficient time in 2 days to produce all 52,000) these items 
will be produced and held until receipt of the 2nd data file of 
changes and new applications after 5pm on -11, the printers 
will then have to manually “pull” any packs which are subject 
to change/cancellation etc. This takes some time to deal 
with accurately when working with 52,000 items. Obviously 
all of these must be checked and accounted for by the RO 
before any may be released. Print contractors may be more 
at risk of error or of missing the target date for some of their 
customers if they are trying to deal with these processes in 
such tight timescales.  And for some elections (eg 
November PCC if canvass at same time) it may be an even 
bigger problem if the print contractor also has canvass 
printing workloads.   
 
I would strongly urge that this deadline be moved by 1 day 
to 8 days before polling day to reduce the level of risk. This 
is usually a Monday which means that print contractors have 
the preceding weekend as a contingency. 
 


 
Mags Evers 
Chief Elections & Electoral Registration Officer 
Rotherham MBC 
01709 823521 
Mags.evers@rotherham.gov.uk     7 October 2011 


























Draft performance standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
The response of Paul Libreri, Head of Registration and Electoral Services 
London Borough of Newham    13/10/11 
 
Performance Standard 1a: Planning for an election 
 
Whilst it is reasonable to ask ROs to submit their election plan and risk registers, 
which they should all have, requesting them in December is unreasonable and will not 
allow ROs sufficient time to ensure that realistic and up to date plans are in place for 
May elections. Mid January should continue to be the date of submission. 
 
Performance standard 2b: Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
 
The form of poll card to be used at each election is prescribed in the election rules. 
The RO’s duty is to comply with election rules and if the Commission does not 
consider the formats set out in the rules sufficient they should lobby for changes to the 
rules not seek to give their templates equal standing with the election law. 
 
Why is there a need for ROs to send sample poll cards to the Commission?  
The Commission does not, as far as I’m aware, have any particular expertise on poll 
card design so as long as the RO complies with the law the form of poll card is no 
concern of the Commission. 
 
The wording regarding poll cards and ballot papers being proofed “…..as they are 
being printed” is problematic. Proofing by means of PDF and hard copy proofs is the 
industry norm and this is the best and most practicable method of proofing printed 
material. 
 
The issue date of poll cards should be a matter for the RO, with due regard to the law. 
Local conditions will dictate the optimum time to send poll cards and this should 
remain the decision of the RO. 
 
The publication of notices is set out in law and unless an RO is not complying with 
the law this should not be a matter for the Commission. 
 
Performance Standard 2C: Candidates and Agents 
 
The suggestion that candidates should have their nomination papers informally 
checked is not in line with the election rules. If an RO thinks it desirable to do this 
that’s a decision for them but for the Commission to set this as a standard is 
misguided. 
 
The only function of the RO in relation to candidates’ expenses should be to provide 
electorate figures and to receive the returns from the candidate or agent.  The 
Commission should issue guidance to candidates, that is its role. 
 
 
 
 
 







Performance Standard 3b: Issuing of postal votes 
 
The layout of postal vote statements is set out in the election rules and the 
Commission should not seek to over write legislation.  
 
Proofing of postal vote stationary, as with ballot papers and poll cards, “as they are 
being printed” is impracticable.  
 
The date of issue of postal votes, as with the issue of poll cards, should remain the 
decision of the RO. 
 
Why are overseas postal voters to be prioritised over those who may live in the UK? 
An overseas elector registered in a London Borough and living in northern France will 
be closer than an elector who wants their postal vote sent to Scotland. 
 
There is no particular reason why a particular member of a project team needs to 
monitor outsourced work. These decisions are best left to the RO and their electoral 
services managers. 
 
Performance Standard 3c: Receiving and opening postal votes 
 
It should not be within the power of the Commission to instruct the RO to check 
100% of postal vote identifiers when the law stipulates that only 20% need be 
checked. If the Commission feels that 100% should be checked, and I agree that they 
100% should be checked, they should lobby to have the law changed and not seek to 
over ride it.   
 
 
The purpose of the standards for Returning Officers should enable the Commission to 
report on the conduct of elections. The proposed standards are directions instead of a 
set of minimum standards.  The Commission should not seek to change electoral law 
by means of issuing directions. It seems to me that this would be a change of role for 
the Commission. The Commission’s role at the AV referendum is different from its 
role at other elections and the standards should not be based on a role that the 
Commission does not have at local and parliamentary elections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 











































 
 
 
SOUTH LAKELAND DISTRICT COUNCIL 
 
Response to Consultation Paper 
 
Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
 
 
Although the performance standards’ monitoring undertaken for the May 2011 elections 
were met with some scepticism as they were conducted in ‘real time’, it did not impact too 
much on the day to day tasks of the Returning Officer and her staff. 
 
However, it was an extra task that staff could do without at such a busy time and, it must 
be understood, that it is likely to impinge further on staff in the future if there are less staff 
resources working on elections as a result of reducing local authority resources. 
 
From the Consultation Paper, it appears that the number of submissions, and the amount 
of evidence within each, has increased which will undoubtedly impact in the future on the 
workload. 
 
The questions posed in the Consultation Paper have been answered below.  It is hoped 
that the points raised help to produce a reasonable set of Performance Standards which 
are achievable for all. 
 
Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and 
reasonably within, the responsibility of ROs in the conduct of their statutory duties? 
 
The level appears reasonable. 
 
Turning the tables slightly, ROs also require a level of performance and commitment from 
the Electoral Commission. 
 
It is stated at paragraph 3.9 of the Consultation Paper that the Electoral Commission will 
set out the detail of information requests and timetable “well in advance of each election”.  
Is there any potential timescale for this?  It will need to be as early as possible and, if it is 
decided that it will be, say, 7 or 8 months prior to an election, it would be of considerable 
assistance to ROs and their staff to know this. 
 
Paragraph 3.11 (Monitoring the Delivery), third bullet point, refers to contacting ROs within 
five working days if their submitted evidence does not appear to meet the required 
standard.  It is questioned whether this is possible during combined elections or national 
elections when so much evidence will need to be evaluated.  Five days is a long time 
during an election timetable for the ROs and their staff and much work will be undertaken 
during that time.  The offer of additional guidance and support is appreciated but it is 







unclear what good that might do at that time, the task where the standard achieved was 
low having been undertaken and possibly completed for that year. 
 
Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered and which can 
be measured? 
 
We have used our project plan and the election timetable as a basis for our comments and 
the only other area which could have an impact on the timetable, in particular in respect of 
postal votes, is that of late registrations which falls, however, under the remit of the ERO.  
Although many EROs are also the RO, and consequently the same staff will be working on 
both areas of administration, perhaps a request for the date of publication of the Notice of 
Alteration could be included as this could impact on the workload of the RO’s staff? 
 
If the RO must provide details of the arrangements made with Royal Mail for the return of 
postal votes and any sweep (Performance Standard 3c) it follows that there should be a 
similar provision regarding the issue of postal votes in Performance Standard 3b. 
 
Although details were provided to Royal Mail early in 2011, their confirmation schedule was 
not received for checking until a few days before election day, many of the important dates 
already having passed. 
 
Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, 
objective assessment criteria? 
 
Yes. 
 
Performance Standard 2b – it would seem more appropriate to have the 
production/checking of pollcards and ballot papers in the correct order, i.e. pollcards first. 
 
Performance Standard 3b – in smaller authorities it may not be a member of the project 
team who is able to monitor outsourced work etc.  This could be “an appropriate member of 
staff”. 
 
Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient 
evidence to justify whether the RO has met the performance standard? 
 
The amount of data/evidence requested is onerous and, in may cases, could require much 
time to collate when the emphasis would be on other duties to ensure the smooth running 
of the elections. 
 
Performance Standard 1a – will the Electoral Commission be providing an assessment 
form template to ROs? 
 
Performance Standard 2b - both pollcards and ballot paper production has data/evidence 
required regarding arrangements for proof-checking “as they are being printed”.  This is 
wholly inappropriate as it would be highly unlikely that it would be possible to physically 
check both at the printers who are often sited a long way from the ROs office (sometimes 
at the other end of the country). 
 
It is sometimes possible to arrange to visit printers to oversee part of the postal vote pack 
production but, in reality, data proofing of both postal votes and ballot papers occurs prior 







to the commencement of printing usually by email (base documents having already been 
proofed). 
 
Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 
 
Performance Standard 2a – details of the guidance/training given to polling station staff on 
how to set up polling stations to be provided by mid March is not attainable as these details 
for staff will, most likely, not be finalised until nearer their training sessions in April. 
 
It may also depend when the Electoral Commission’s polling station handbooks are 
received as these are often used within staff training. 
 
Performance Standard 5a – the provision of copies of candidates’ returns is only possible 
once the last date for submission of such documents has passed, giving reasonable time 
for copies to be made and collated.  Therefore the date by which they should be submitted 
to the Electoral Commission should be at least a week or two after any possible 
submission date.  It is suggested that the date by which such evidence is to be provided to 
the Electoral Commission is the middle of June. 
 
Confirmation is required as to whether every authority will be required to submit copies of 
candidates’ returns or only those requested to do so that year? 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Although most of the evidence could be provided, with the dates for submission of the 
evidence mainly achievable, it is felt that the burden of such requirements at a time of the 
year when teams are at full stretch already, we would query whether it is proportionate. 
 
It is acknowledged that Performance Standards do help to raise standards, with ROs and 
their staff being happy to assist with this, but if it could be stated that the data/evidence 
required need not be too detailed, requiring just dates or figures for instance, then it is felt 
that that would be more readily accepted. 
 
Many ROs will already have copies of some documents requested that they update each 
year and these can be forwarded to others who may require them. 
 
It is presumed that spreadsheets will be provided, as this year, to allow the entry of 
information and return to the Electoral Commission, as this would greatly assist with the 
provision of information. 
 
 
 
Claire Marsh 
Electoral Services Manager 
in consultation with Debbie Storr, ERO/RO 
 
 
10 October 2011 








COMMENTS ON DRAFT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR 
RETURNING OFFICERS IN GREAT BRITAIN 


 
SEPTEMBER 2011 


 
 


KEY POINTS 
 
The Electoral Commission is proposing to change the way in which it monitors the 
performance of Returning Officers. 
 
Historically, Returning Officers have submitted plans and risk registers to the Electoral 
Commission, prior to any election.  After the election, Returning Officers have self 
assessed their performance against a number if standards.  Supporting documentary 
evidence was required in a number of cases although not all authorities were required to 
supply it.  Some authorities were visited by officers from the Electoral Commission, who 
offered guidance to Returning Officers where there were failures to meet standards.  
However, this meant that any suggested improvements could not be brought in until the 
next elections. 
 
The Electoral Commission currently has no legislative authority or sanctions to require 
compliance with their recommended improvements.   
 
For the elections held in May 2011, the project plan and register had to be submitted by 
late January.  Both documents were “living” and it was expected that they would be 
updated regularly as required.  If the Electoral Commission felt that the plan and register 
were not fit for purpose, they could require amendments to be made. 
 
In addition to all-out City and Parish elections, the Referendum on Alternative Voting 
was held.  This led to a huge number of directions being issued by the Electoral 
Commission, in addition to the existing requirements. 
 
In addition, during the election timetable, there were regular emails asking for 
information and evidence that certain tasks had been carried out.  This impinged on 
essential jobs that had to be carried out in order to deliver the election.  One example 
was requiring a response which would take around an hour to complete, when the 
printers had to have all the postal vote stationery live proofs checked in order to meet 
our slot – failure to do so would have delayed the postal vote issue and we would not 
have met elector expectations, or indeed the EC deadlines.  
 







CHANGES 
 
The Electoral Commission has now put forward proposals to change the way in which it 
monitors Returning Officers performance.  This will undoubtedly lead to extra work at 
particularly hectic periods during the election timetable and will take key staff away from 
jobs essential to keep the election running. 
 
General comments:   
 
There appears to be a requirement to use Electoral Commission templates and 
materials, or to meet certain deadlines.  Many forms are already prescribed in legislation 
and key election dates also have legal deadlines.  It is unreasonable to expect that  
authorities will change what they already do provided they are meeting legal 
requirements. 
 
The EC does not currently have the power to direct Returning Officers, except where 
there is an event such as the recent Referendum when the Chief Counting Officer was 
the Chair of the EC.    
 
It seems that years of local experience and knowledge are being forgotten, potentially 
doing away with perfectly sound practices that work well locally.  One size does NOT fit 
all.   
 
 
Taking each question in turn: 
 
Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and 
reasonably within, the responsibility of ROs in the conduct of their statutory 
duties? 
 
In order to meet any of the standards we must have legislation, guidance, forms and 
other templates well in advance of any election.  There needs to be a minimum of six 
months between any legislation (including secondary legislation) coming in to force and 
the election. 
 
Any directions or guidance must be concise - information supplied in 2011 was much too 
repetitive and complex.  Bullet points are needed rather than long paragraphs of text.  I 
am sure that some of us missed some of the content as there simply wasn't time to read 
all the documents thoroughly.  Luckily, one of our North West group produced a list 
which was really useful - however it shouldn't have been necessary.  There were too 
many sources of information and even mailing lists weren't being directed to the same 
officers.   
 







The Electoral Commission only "aims" to publish a timetable of when the checklists are 
required but it's crucial that this is achieved so that we too can meet our targets. 
 
Standard 2a 
 
Allocation of electors and staff to polling stations having regard to Electoral Commission 
guidance - it is hoped that the guidance will not be as stringent as the levels set for the 
Referendum.  There was absolutely no need for many of the extra staff specified. 
 
The handbook for polling station staff must be supplied much earlier than in 2011.  
 
Any templates issued by the Electoral Commission need to be in a format that can be 
saved and amended by ROs.  Printers and suppliers such as Shaw and Sons also need 
to know well in advance what is proposed.  
 
Setup of polling stations - EC guidance on this in 2011 was not appropriate and needs 
amending (in terms of layout). 
  
Standard 2b 
 
Proof checking of ballot papers as they are being printed:  Most ROs will be using 
printers many miles away from their offices.  It is neither practical nor reasonable to take 
a key member of staff out of the office for a day or more.  Additionally, there could be 
50+ different ballot papers to check.  It's not practical for one person to do all this 
checking and it would delay the print process, to the detriment of the election.     
 
Base stationery is pre-proofed and live stationery is sent out either by email or a secure 
download site, so it can be checked in the office and the work spread between officers - 
so for instance at the Referendum, City and Parish elections last May, there were three 
officers proof reading at the same time. 
 
Printing does not commence until written approval has been given to the print company. 
 
Proof checking of poll cards as they are printed: 
 
The same comments apply to this as to ballot papers. 
 
Standard 2c 
 
The Guidance for Candidates and Agents at the last local elections in 2011 was not as 
good as in 2010 and it is to be hoped that the Electoral Commission will expand that 
guidance to how it was before. 
 
It is also essential that the handbooks are delivered to Returning Officers well in 
advance of the start of the election timetable - briefing sessions can be held a couple of 
months before nominations start. 
 







There needs to be a much briefer guide, written specifically for Parish candidates. 
 
In terms of the financial returns by candidates, in 2010 there was a spreadsheet that 
could be sent electronically to agents and candidates.  This was very much appreciated 
as it could be saved and completed easily, calculations being automatic.  For some 
reason in 2011 this was not available and led to a lot of adverse comment.  The whole 
process of financial returns needs to be simplified as many agents do not understand 
them.  There should be a return for Parish candidates which should be no more than two 
pages. 
 
Yes we can communicate effectively with candidates and agents as long as the 
materials provided by the EC are up to scratch. 
 
Standard 3a 
 
Proof checking stationery as it is being printed: 
 
Again, similar comments as per ballot paper and poll card printing.  The base stationery 
is agreed several months before an election and live proofs (with elector details) are 
uploaded to a secure site for checking in the office.  Final printing does not occur until 
live proof approval has been given by the DRO. 
 
An officer does attend the printers to extract any amended or cancelled postal votes. 
 
Standard 3c 
 
Arrangements with Royal Mail:   
 
In 2011, despite meeting with Royal Mail well in advance of the election, the actual plan 
was not sent to us until around a week before election day.  Agreed actions were not 
adhered to by them.  It is to be hoped that the EC will contact RM to emphasise the 
importance of them providing plans in a timely fashion and carrying out as agreed! 
 
Standard 5a 
 
Supply of candidate returns to the EC - I hope that this is to be the same as in 2011, 
where the EC would let us know if they wished to have any copies.  The cost of copying 
all the returns (including staff time) would be disproportionate if we had to send copies of 
ALL returns, especially for local elections. 
 
Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered, and 
which can be measured? 
 
Whilst the consultation relates only to ROs, the deadline date for registration impacts to 
an extent on the issue of postal votes.  The ERO and RO is usually the same person 
and the same staff process applications and deal with the election.  Confirmation of 
publication of the notice of election could be added (but not supplying a copy). 
 







Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for 
clear, objective assessment criteria? 
 
Standard 3b 
 
Most project teams will be small and it would not necessarily be a member of that team 
who would monitor outsourced work.  Wording could be amended to read "an 
appropriate member of staff appointed by the RO". 
 
Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and 
sufficient evidence to justify whether an RO has met the performance 
standard? 
 
Standard 3c 
 
Details of arrangements in place with Royal Mail: this assumes that Royal Mail have 
actually supplied the agreement in a timely manner - which didn't happen in 2011. 
 
Details of arrangements for secure storage and transportation of postal votes:  As I said 
in April 2011 - if we tell anyone the actual details then the arrangements are no longer 
secure!  An assurance that we have measures in place should be enough. 
 
This comes back to the consultation document (page 6, paragraph 3.2) - people should 
be able to trust the way our elections work.  By the same token, the Electoral 
Commission should have trust in Returning Officers and their staff; we do, I believe, a 
really good job in exceptionally difficult circumstances and the main focus of our work 
must be in ensuring that electors are able to vote.    
  
 
Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 
 
It was difficult enough in 2011 completing the forms whilst trying to run the elections.  If 
even more data/evidence is required in future it will impinge even more on the already 
stressful period in the run up to the elections.  I don't think there is much appreciation of 
the amount of extra hours that are worked by a number of people for several weeks and 
putting additional pressure on us may be a step too far. 
 
A simple spreadsheet requiring a yes/no answer would be appreciated.   
 
For us to meet the timeframes would require that guidance from the EC arrived well in 
time - including Agents and Candidates, and Polling Station Staff. 
 
Whilst it is appreciated that Performance Standards do help to raise standards, it is 
important that no further burdens are placed on elections staff during the election 
timetable.   
 
 
 







12th October 2011  
 
Daphne Snelson 
Elections Manager 
Lancaster City Council 
Town Hall 
Dalton Square 
Lancaster  LA1 1PJ 
Tel:  01524 582058 
email dsnelson@lancaster.gov.uk 
 








 


 


Returning Officer 
Working Together 


Babergh District Council 
Council Offices, Corks Lane, Hadleigh, Ipswich, IP7 6SJ 
Telephone (01473) 822801 
Facsimile (01473) 825742 
Minicom  (01473) 825878 
www.babergh.gov.uk 


Mid Suffolk District Council 
Council Offices, High Street, Needham Market, Ipswich, IP6 8DL 
Telephone (01449) 724500 
Facsimile (01449) 724627 
Minicom  (01449) 724626 
www.midsuffolk.gov.uk 


Returning Officer Charlie Adan


 Please ask for: Ray Amesbury 
Direct line: 01473 825891 
Fax number: 01473 825742 
Your reference:  
Our reference: RA 
E-mail: Ray.amesbury@babergh.gov.uk 
Please reply to: The Babergh Office 


Mr. Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral 
Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
LONDON 
EC1Y 8YZ 


 


  
 11 October 2011 


 
Dear Mr Clayton, 
 
PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR RETURNING OFFICERS 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed revised performance standards 
for Returning Officers mentioned in Circular EC19/2011. 
 
I have a number of observations to make, which are submitted on behalf of both Babergh 
and Mid Suffolk District Councils. 
 
First, I understand that the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA) 
empowers the Electoral Commission to set such performance standards as it thinks ought to 
be achieved by Returning Officers in the administration of specified elections. It is not clear to 
me, however, that the Electoral Commission has the power to impose performance 
standards in respect of police and crime commissioner elections. Section 9A of the PPERA 
refers to various elections but does not specifically mention these elections, unless they can 
be regarded as “local government elections”, although that would seem unlikely. 
 
In any event, presumably the Electoral Commission is satisfied that it has the power to apply 
performance standards to these elections and the remainder of these observations assumes 
that to be the case. It would, nevertheless, be appreciated if you could kindly provide some 
clarification on this point. 
 
The second general observation is a rather more conceptual one. The performance 
standards per se seem to be appropriately defined. The evidence required, however, 
prescribes in detail certain processes that must be undertaken in order to achieve the 
outcome described by the standard. This presupposes that a satisfactory outcome can only 
be achieved that way. A performance standard should be a written statement of the 
conditions that exist when a job is satisfactorily performed rather than a list of the behaviours  







that are thought to lead to that outcome. In the case of these proposed revisions, however, 
many requirements are imposed in relation to activities, which presupposes that the working 
environment is uniform everywhere, and that, in itself, can lead to false conclusions about 
efficiency and ignore effectiveness. There is usually more than one way to achieve a desired 
outcome but, by imposing a number of very specific requirements, it does seem as if one of 
the desired outcomes is the regulation of Returning Officers. Returning Officers, it seems, 
must comply with each specified process or risk failing to achieve the performance standard, 
even though an actual outcome could very well have been satisfactory without such 
compliance. This would represent a significant de facto extension of the Electoral 
Commission’s powers, which hitherto have concerned the provision of advice and guidance 
rather than regulation. It would be philosophically challenging too in that Returning Officers 
are responsible to the courts for the conduct of elections, not to the Electoral Commission.  
 
The third general point concerns the amount of data required. Overall, the volume required 
seems disproportionate and appears to chime more with a micromanaging, “reportomania” 
approach that is overly focused on processes instead of overall performance quality. It 
certainly does not accord with the Coalition Government’s reduction in form-filling by local 
authorities and, although the aspiration is expressed that the provision of data should not be 
so onerous as to divert resources from the key task of delivering the election, this would be 
the inevitable result in smaller authorities with only one or two core election staff and would 
be bound to lead to increased stress levels at a time when staff are already extremely busy. 
It seems indicative of a failure to comprehend the actual conditions in many local authorities. 
In addition, some of the data specified appears unnecessary in that it does not bring value to 
local people, which ought to be the guiding principle governing any data collection. 
 
Turning now to the proposed timetable, the postponement of the elections from May 2012 
obviously renders the precise dates irrelevant but further consideration needs to be given in 
relation to the stages at which information would be required. Just as one example, I note 
that evidence of the information and briefings given to candidates would have needed to 
have been submitted by no later than 16 March 2012. Again, this illustrates a failure to 
appreciate that there are some areas of the country that do not have strong party 
organisations. Without having had the privilege of seeing the regulations for the conduct of 
the police and crime commissioner elections it is impossible to be certain, but it is anticipated 
that 16 March would be prior to the publication of the Notice of Election and well in advance 
of most candidates in this area making themselves known to the Returning Officer.    
 
In addition to the general observations set out above, I would like to make the following 
comments on specific matters included in the proposed revised performance standards – 
 
Draft Performance standard Observations 
2a: Polling station set up Specifying an elector/staff ratio for polling stations pays no 


regard to local conditions, can be wasteful in terms of costs 
and may elicit unfavourable comment from electors, 
particularly at a time of austerity.   
 
The requirement to provide a copy of the Guidance of 
Voters notice seems unnecessary if the wording of that 
notice will be prescribed in law as is the case at local 
government elections. It is noted that, in order to meet the 
standard, a Returning Officer must design and print this 
notice “in accordance with the legislation and any example 
templates that the Electoral Commission has issued.” The 
use of the word “and” appears to imply that the 
Commission’s template will have “the force of law” in so far 







as achieving the performance standard is concerned. This 
seems like regulation and appears to ignore any possibility 
that the Commission’s template could ever be improved 
upon  


2b: Producing ballot papers, 
poll cards and notices 


Again, a requirement is expressed that the Electoral 
Commission’s template must be followed. It must be 
remembered that the decision to issue A5 instead of A6 poll 
cards at the 2011 elections resulted in a substantial 
increase in costs, which is hard to justify, particularly when 
no-one had ever commented unfavourably on the use of A6 
cards.  
 
The requirement to arrange for a person to proof-check 
ballot papers and poll cards as they are printed is 
unnecessary and unaffordable both in staff time and costs. 
It would in any case be unjustifiable unless the items were 
sourced locally. It can be more important to have confidence 
in a contractor’s proven ability to do the work and to meet 
the timescales set by the Returning Officer than to 
supervise the work while it is production.  
 
The date for sending out poll cards should surely be 
included in the Election Plan and it would appear to be 
unnecessary therefore to have to provide the information 
again. Moreover, if the Commission were minded anyway to 
specify a date by which the first issue of poll cards must 
take place, it should ensure that that date is not before the 
deadline for candidates to withdraw, which unfortunately 
was not the case at the combined elections and referendum 
in 2011. 


3a: Producing postal vote 
stationery 


Presumably the postal voting statement will be prescribed in 
law. No purpose can therefore be served in providing a copy 
to the Commission. 
 
As with the poll cards and ballot papers, it can be an 
unjustifiable expense to have someone in attendance during 
the printing of postal vote stationery. It appears to ignore the 
fact that there is another way of making sure that everything 
is in order. For example, it has been the practice of many 
authorities to print the bulk of the stationery early in the 
process so that there is adequate time to check it properly 
before it is required to be used. It has, on occasions, also 
been the practice to use competent contractors based in 
Scotland and attendance of a core member of the electoral 
team (who knew what to look for) during the printing would 
not only be expensive but could be catastrophic in relation 
to the depletion of core staff resources at a critical time. 


3b: Issuing of postal votes The dates requested should be in the plan; there can be no 
good reason to have to supply them again 


3c: Receiving and opening 
postal votes 


The date should already be in the plan.  
 


Does the need for the Commission to approve the 
arrangements with Royal Mail mean that the provision of a 
“sweep” of sorting offices will in future be a minimum 







requirement in order to meet the performance standard? If 
so, this would be extremely controversial given the high cost 
involved and the small number of postal vote envelopes 
collected. It may not be cost effective for local authorities to 
employ “sweeps” and to meet the costs themselves. If this is 
to be a requirement, additional funds should be allowed 
under the new burdens scheme. 
 


The provision of a diagram seems slightly excessive. The 
layout can change from day to day unless you only use one 
venue, which is not always the case. Also, it is exceptionally 
rare for any agents in this area to be in attendance. 
 


It is assumed that the requirement, if less than 100% of 
identifiers were checked, to explain why that was the case, 
means that the Electoral Commission believes that 100% 
should be checked. That is not contentious. However, the 
legal requirement is to check 20% and funds have only 
been provided to local authorities to check the legal 
minimum. Under the circumstances, it seems unreasonable 
to require that all personal identifiers be checked in order to 
enable the performance standard to be met.  


4a: Effective verification and 
count processes 


The requirement to provide a copy of the diagram illustrating 
the layout of the count has always seemed a little 
excessive. The original purpose of such a diagram was to 
show staff how to lay out the venue. If there are other 
adequate methods of informing staff and candidates and 
their agents how things will be organised, it does not seem 
that a diagram should be necessary for that purpose. It 
tends to suggest that people cannot understand what is 
happening unless it is in pictures. I always provide a plan 
but the requirement to provide one is indicative of what 
appears to be an excessive prescription that characterises 
the evidence requirements specified in relation to the 
proposed revised performance standards. 


 
Thank you once again for the opportunity to comment. 
 
Yours sincerely, 


 
Ray Amesbury 
Senior Democratic Services Manager 
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Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC1Y 8YZ 
 


Our Ref:   ROstds/CH 
 
Your Ref:    EA 163 
 
Date:    20 October 2011 


 
Dear Ross  
 
CONSULTATION: DRAFT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR RETURNING OFFICERS IN 
GREAT BRITAIN 
 
I write with respect to your current consultation on revised performance standards 
for Returning Officers.  This was launched on 5 September with a deadline for 
responses of 14 October.  I am grateful that, through Andy O’Neill here in Scotland, 
you agreed to a short extension to this deadline to allow a response from the 
Electoral Management Board for Scotland to be submitted following discussion at our 
meeting yesterday afternoon. 
 
The comments which I am making below are the product of feedback that has been 
received from Returning Officers and their Deputes, discussion within yesterday’s 
Electoral Management Board and a consideration of the matter at a meeting of the 
SOLAR Elections Group on 7 October.  These remarks are quite brief, but should you 
wish to explore the issues in more detail I would be happy to do that either personally 
or would direct you to other members of the Board.  I am also aware that some 
individual Returning Officers in Scotland have also submitted responses.  I have tried 
to take a more strategic view of the overall philosophy of the standards while I am 
aware that others have focussed on the specifics of certain standards. 
 
It is clear how the proposed standards have been influenced by the experience of the 
Electoral Commission in supporting the Chief Counting Officer through the 
management of the 5 May 2011 Referendum on the Voting System for UK 
Parliamentary Elections, where there was real time monitoring of the degree to which 
Returning / Counting Officers were complying with directions, rather than a post 
election self‐assessment of performance. 







     


 
In many ways this development and change in emphasis is welcome.  The Local 
Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 gives this Board responsibility for the 
general function of co‐ordinating the administration of local government elections in 
Scotland and I see live performance monitoring potentially as a valuable tool to 
facilitate this duty, delivering elections which, through appropriate national 
consistency and planning put the interests of the voter at the centre of all electoral 
activity.   
 
The general areas around which you wish to monitor performance also align well with 
those about which the Board is focussing its attention: 
 


• Planning  
• Polling 
• Postal / Absent voting 
• Counting the votes 
• Post election 


 
While I recognise the potential benefits of a real‐time monitoring approach, there are 
some comments that the Board would wish to make on the general approach and 
philosophy, especially in the context of Scotland.  Indeed this national context is 
important to recognise.  There is a well developed and cohesive elections community 
in Scotland that is mutually supportive, happy to adhere to appropriate consistency 
and which engages well with other stakeholders including the Electoral Commission.  
This may be different from the situation in other countries of the UK and as such a 
uniform UK approach might not always be appropriate.   
 
Our comments are as follows: 
 


• A confusion of roles.  Returning Officers have a personal responsibility for the 
proper administration of elections in accordance with the relevant legislation 
and any directions issued under statutory powers..  This Board has a legal duty 
to coordinate, not manage,  local government elections and in so doing to place 
the interests of the voter at the heart of all we are doing, as the primary 
stakeholders.  The Convener of the Board also has a power of direction over 
Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers for the conduct of council 
elections.  The Electoral Commission has powers to set and monitor 
performance standards.  With these various duties and powers, it is vital that 
there is no confusion over responsibilities and authority.   


 
 
 







     


This will require us to work together in a supportive way and always to 
recognise the independence of Returning Officers and their individual 
responsibilities before the courts.  There are distinctions between legislation, 
directions and guidance.  As I note below, there are circumstances in which a 
Returning Officer could fulfil the law yet fail the Performance Standard. 
 


• The burden of monitoring.  Monitoring during the process does allow any 
performance issues to be addressed immediately, rather than after the 
election.  However, it needs to be recognised that this approach places an 
additional burden on the Returning Officer to evidence performance to the 
Commission, often at times when their staff are already under considerable 
pressure.  I would ask that this is recognised and that the additional work 
required to evidence performance is minimised.  I welcome the assurance in 
paragraph 3.1 that the Commission wish “to avoid unnecessary administrative 
burdens on ROs and electoral services staff”.   


 
In the light of this I would note that some of the deadlines could be somewhat 
unrealistic, unless there is a recognition that some reported metrics, such as 
staff numbers, will be subject to revision as planning develops.  Also, the need 
for project plans to be finalised by December rather than January for elections 
after next May may be unduly onerous, particularly for smaller councils with 
fewer resources.  In addition, there is concern that the need for checking ballot 
papers at the Returning Officer’s printer is unduly onerous and is not 
commensurate with the level of risk attached to this process, given the 
measures which should be taken by Returning Officer in appraising the 
capability and experience of their printers when letting the contract, and the 
extended time which the revised timetable gives to correct any material errors. 
 


• Process measures vs. Outcome measures.  In my letter of 14 June 2011 I wrote 
to the Chief Counting Officer regarding my experience as a Regional Counting 
Officer (RCO) and as Convener of the Interim Electoral Management Board for 
Scotland.  I noted that “monitoring was focussed on processes when it should 
have been output based”.  Paragraph 3.1 in the consultation document is 
encouraging in that it recognises this danger:  “Our aim in revising the 
standards is to start to focus on outcomes rather than simply the completion of 
process.”  However, this aim needs to be fully realised and there are some 
standards in which the focus remains on process, or even inputs, not outcome.  
While process delivers outcomes, the ultimate measure must be with respect to 
the outcome – elections undertaken consistent with legislation, with the voter 
as the centre – rather than the processes.   


 







     


This is a particular issue where the requirements of the Performance Standards 
actually go beyond what is required by the law.  For example, the law only 
requires 20% of postal vote statements to be verified.  PS3c:  Receiving and 
Opening Postal Votes, requires 100% to be verified.  Hence a Returning Officer 
could fulfil the law but fail the Performance Standard. 
 


• A statement of existing good practice.  The Board welcomes much of these 
Performance Standards in that they are a clear statement of good practice and 
could be seen as a documentation of what the vast majority of Returning 
Officers in Scotland already do.  As guidance in the form of best practice, they 
will be particularly welcomed by any new Returning Officer or elections staff.   
 
The Board would however always seek to recognise that within national 
consistency for issues that affect the voter there is a case for appropriate local 
variation in some other areas.   


 
In summary, the Board is supportive of a move towards outcome based monitoring 
that allows any potential failures to be addressed in good time.  I also accept that this 
monitoring can support the Board in its coordination of elections in Scotland in the 
interest of the voter and as Convener I look forward to working with the Electoral 
Commission in using this monitoring data.  Performance Monitoring and Quality 
Assurance is always a challenging task in any major project and the Board wishes to 
recognise the valuable and detailed work that the Electoral Commission has put into 
developing these standards. 
 
There is however a need to be aware of the different roles and responsibilities of the 
various stakeholders, as well as the distinction between, on the one hand the 
requirements of the law / any directions issued under statutory powers and on the 
other hand, guidance issued by the Electoral Commission.  As noted above there are 
instances in the Performance Standards where compliance with the guidance is in 
effect directed, in that they go beyond the strict requirements of the law.  The aim 
must be to assess performance in terms of delivering elections according to law in the 
interest of the prime stakeholder – the voter.  Potentially, under these proposals a 
perfectly legal and sound election, with the no legal challenge and good levels of 
satisfaction from stakeholders, could fail to meet the performance standard. 
 
I trust that these comments are useful and seen as a constructive input to the 
development of the standards.  I do not wish them to be seen as overly critical and 
have noted the Board’s overall support for this change of emphasis. 
 
 
 







     


 
Yours sincerely 
 


 
MARY PITCAITHLY 
Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
 

























Date: 14 October 2011


Our ref: PU/IW/JES/


Your ref:


The Chief Executive
The Electoral Commission
3 Bunhill Row
London
EC1Y 8YZ


Ian Willett, Office of the Chief
Executive
Civic Offices High Street
Epping Essex CM16 4BZ


Telephone: 01992 564 243
Facsimile: 01992 564 045
DX: 40409 Epping


Dear Sir


Electoral Commission Consultation Paper –
"Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain"


I refer to the Commission's Consultation Paper as indicated above and wish to make the
following comments:


General points


1. The performance measures outlined in the Consultation Paper rely on submission forms
etc, conforming to Electoral Commission templates. These templates should be circulated at the
earliest possible time as my experience in the past that these have often arrived very late in the
day.


2. Looking at performance targets generally, these are often phrased in very general terms
and I would ask that these are made more specific wherever possible. One example is the term
"provide a clear audit trail" which needs to be expressed in greater detail.


3. It is not clear to me how the performance measure now being proposed fits in with the
Government's stated aim to reduce this type of monitoring.


4. I think that the performance measures outlined should take account of the deferment of
Police and Crime Commissioner Elections from May 2012 until November 2012.


5. I experienced problems submitting performance data for the Referendum in 2011 so I
would ask that the Commission gives careful attention to its electronic systems to accept
performance data that can withstand the volume of material which will be submitted from
Returning Officers and also shows that this has been received.







Specific Points


Paragraph 3.11 (Monitoring the Planning)


6. In the first bulletin point the Consultation Paper states that the revised performance
standards will be published in December 2011 whilst in the third bulletin point the
Consultation Paper states that completed returns must be received by January 2012.


7. Bearing in mind that Christmas and New Year intervene, I do not think that this
timetable is realistic. If the documents are circulated later in December then this will place
staff in the position of having to produce complex planning documents within a very short
period of time.


8. On the second bulletin point the Paper says that there will 25% sampling of
responses by Returning Officers. I do not think that this is a policy which will be stated in
that way as it undermines the credibility of the whole process and might encourage a less
than serious attitude towards completing the returns.


Paragraph 3.11 (Monitoring the Delivery)


9. In connection with the timetable for submission of check lists and the evidence
required, I think there needs to be a clear date by which this material becomes available
well ahead of the deadline for submission.


Paragraph 4.1 (Planning and Organisation)


10. The first bulletin point under Performance Standard 1A states that there must be
clearly defined objectives and success measures. The term "success measures" needs to
be absolutely clear when these are published.


11. On bulletin point 5 reference is made to a training plan and I think it would be
helpful if the Commission were to define what is meant by temporary staff. I would also
draw to the Commission's attention that if this is intended to widen the scope of training it
will add significantly to costs in a time when most local authorities are seeking to control
expenditure growth.


12. On bulletin point 8 examples of "integrity issues" will be helpful and if this is focused
on postal voting then the performance standards should indicate this.


Paragraph 4.2 (Administering the Poll)


13. Under the first bulletin point of performance standard 2A (Polling Stations set up),
the draft standard requires accessibility issues to be reviewed and consultation to be
undertaken with accessibility organisations. A statutory polling station review is required to
be undertaken by Returning Officers every four years (and has been completed this year)
and I am not sure whether further consultation with accessibility organisations, presumably
on an annual basis, is going to do anything other than complicate the process.


14. On the third bulletin point the performance standard seems to require that the only
guidance for voters and instructions for voters which can be issued are in accordance with
the Electoral Commission template. I think there should be more discretion for Returning
Officers to meet local situations in this regard.


15. On the fourth bulletin point regarding training on setting up of polling stations, my
view is that this should be covered as part of the general training plan and that only when







new arrangements are to be introduced for local reasons should specific advice need to be
given. I think the intention seems to be to review ways of avoiding queues and I think this
should be stated in the performance standard.


Performance Standard 2B


16. On the first bullet point (proof reading of ballot papers), I suggested it is more
practicable to measure whether a process is in hand to check papers before they are
issued.


17. On the second bullet point (security of ballot papers) any costs incurred by this
have previously been queried by the Government Claims Unit.


18. On the third bullet point (production of poll cards), I would suggest that the prime
consideration is compliance with the legislation and I think the Commission need to allow
some local discretion as to any additional information that is required rather than
necessarily following the Commission's own template. Furthermore, poll cards have to be
produced within 24 working days of the notice of the election and before nominations are
received. At that point uncontested elections are not known.


19. In the fifth bullet point a standard requires that poll cards are to be despatched by
the date specified in the Electoral Commission guidance which, as I understand it, is the
day following the Notice of Election. Such an arrangement will work in terms of a national
election, but in terms of local elections it is preferable to issue poll cards after the close of
nominations when it is clear that elections are actually going to be held. For instance, until
the close of nominations it will not be clear as to whether any seats are uncontested. For
local elections, if poll cards are issued before the close of nominations and subsequently it
is found that seats are not contested, Returning Officers will be put to considerable extra
costs and inconvenience in having to write to voters who have received poll cards to
advise them that there is no longer a poll. I think if that were to happen this would be to
the detriment of the image of a professionally run election process.


Performance Standard 2C (Candidates and Agents)


20. In the second bullet point the standards state that candidates and election agents
should be offered briefing sessions on the election process and written guidance. This
seems an unnecessary duplication of effort. In this authority, a candidate's pack is
available through the website or in person and the briefing sessions to which the standard
refers are, in my view, more for the political parties to pursue. The performance standard
should give local discretion given local custom and practice or circumstances.


Performance Standard 3B (Issuing of Postal Votes)


21. On the first bullet point, I suggest that the standard should be compliance with the
legal requirements not Electoral Commission guidance. On bullet point 5 a smarter target
needs to be set for the term, "audit trail"


22. Bullet point 1 seems to be a duplication of what would appear in the overall election
plan anyway.


23. On bullet point 2 I would query whether post office "sweeps" of the kind envisaged
by the standard are actually required.


22. To comply with the standard therefore will mean significant additional costs without
any guarantee of success.







23. On the final bullet point, I suggest that the evidence required must specific how
matters such as turnout electorate figures can be taken into account.


Appendix A (Schedule for Submission of Monitoring Check List)


24. The deadline of 13 January 2012 for submission of the Assessment Form Project
gives limited time for its preparation.


25. The deadline for the sending of copies of Candidate Returns takes no account of
the statutory requirement and is too early.


Yours faithfully


Ian Willett
Returning Officer
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Proposed Standard Comment 
Performance standard 1a: Planning for an 
election 
Aim: To develop and put in place robust 
planning processes for an 
election. 


This seems a fair standard for ROs to work to for planned elections and the deadline for 
submission of mid January is reasonable for a May election.  We feel setting a deadline of 4 
months before an election is a fair approach. 
 
However, where a direction is to be given either by the Electoral Commission or other governing 
body, then these directions need to be received a minimum of 6-8 weeks before any submission 
deadline to allow sufficient time for plans to be put in place.   The deadlines we had to work to 
for the UK Referendum demonstrated the importance of information being received by ROs in 
sufficient time to adjust their plans and allow for additional direction.  You will know from the 
feedback provided following this poll that most ROs commented strongly on the unreasonable 
delays we faced in receiving directions from the CCO. 


Performance standard 2a: Polling station 
set-up 
Aim: Establish polling stations in such a way 
as to enable access for all 
voters and to ensure that polling can be 
carried out efficiently. 


Although we can appreciate the sentiments of this standard, there should be reference to the 
RO being able to make arrangements based on local circumstances and experience.  We 
accept that the allocation of electors and staff to polling stations refers to the RO having ‘regard 
to Electoral Commission guidance’.  However, the further guidance you issued is still 
prescriptive about the need to provide reasoning for not following the Commission’s guidelines.   
We are unhappy with a standard that asks the RO to justify to such a degree their reasoning for 
taking local circumstances into account when determining polling station allocations. 
 
We have experience of what this justification might involve within Arun from the Referendum 
held in May 2011 and the amount of questioning and duplication of providing additional 
information to the RCO and the CCO was not reasonable, nor was it timely as we were still 
having discussions once the poll cards had been issued!  
 
In determining arrangements within Arun, we would always look at each polling area individually 
to assess what the best arrangements to be put in place should be.  This would include  
reviewing the options for layout in the polling station premises, undertaking turnout comparisons 
and reviewing feedback from previous elections.  In our view, confirming that this action has 
been taken should be sufficient to demonstrate that the standard has been met. 
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Performance standard 2b: Producing ballot 
papers, poll cards and notices 
Aim: Provide all materials in accessible 
formats that are easy for voters to 
use and understand. 


Again these standards work for a planned election where any direction has been given in a 
reasonable time.  The scheduled date of despatch of poll cards needs to allow for those 
authorities who deliver by canvasser rather than Royal Mail as part of their electoral integrity 
arrangements as in such cases delivery will tend to be over a longer period but still allow 
delivery in advance in of the -11 deadline.  


Performance standard 2c: Candidates and 
agents 
Aim: Effectively communicate information to 
candidates and agents. 


This standard relies on the Electoral Commission producing their guidance early enough in the 
pre-planning stages as this forms the backbone to the information that most ROs will provide.  
We have had complaints that this has not been produced early enough in recent elections and 
in fact have stopped ordering the hard copy guidance for candidates as we kept finding they 
were received too late to be included in nomination packs and ended up being thrown away. 


Performance standard 3a: Producing postal 
vote stationery. 
Aim: Maintain voter confidence in the 
electoral process, with easy to use 
forms enabling eligible postal voters to 
participate in the absent voting 
process. 


Again this relies on the templates being provided early enough in the planning process.  The 
late issue of guidance for the Referendum this year, although we understand this was based on 
the late legislation, put considerable and unfair pressure on printers. 


Performance standard 3b: Issuing of postal 
votes 
Aim: All postal voters should receive their 
postal ballot packs as early as 
possible to give them sufficient time to 
receive, complete and return their 
postal vote. 


This is a valid aim that we would want to achieve 


Performance standard 3c: Receiving and 
opening postal votes 
Aim: Maintain confidence and transparency 
in the process by keeping a 
clear and robust audit trail and ensuring that 


Again this is a valid aim that we would want to achieve 
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all those entitled to attend the 
postal vote opening processes are able to 
see and understand what is 
being carried out, where and when. 
Performance standard 4a: Effective 
verification and count processes 
Aim: Ensure confidence and transparency at 
the verification and count. 


We would want to aid for confidence in our process but do feel that the evidence being 
requested to support this excessive. 


Performance standard 5a: Forwarding, 
storage and disposal of documents 
Aim: Package and forward/store documents 
as transparently as possible, 
to ensure that anyone who is entitled to and 
who wishes to inspect public 
documents after the election is able to do 
so. 


Again we support this aim but feel that the evidence being requested is excessive.  One thing it 
doesn’t recognise is how difficult it is now proving for Councils to find suitable storage 
arrangements with less premises being available and the costs for storage are not reclaimable 
from the Claims Unit for parliamentary elections which seems unfair. 


Performance standard 5b: Review of 
election procedures 
Aim: This standard aims to evaluate the 
conduct of the election and to 
identify any improvements for future 
electoral events 


We support this standard as we do this anyway 


General Comments We do feel from reviewing the proposals in the draft standards that some of the feedback given 
from the Referendum held this year, and indeed recent previous elections, has not been taken 
into account by the Commission.  To some degree, it does make you feel why bother to 
comment. 
 
We appreciate that we are working in a climate where the new legislation is being introduced all 
the time and the timing of its passage through Government is not always ideal – the 
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Commission ask for this to be confirmed a minimum of 6 months in advance in all their 
consultations but this rarely happens and more and more, this is putting an unreasonable 
pressure and increasing risk on ROs and their teams.   
 
To deliver a successful election involves team work and working in partnership.  This should 
also be the case with the Electoral Commission, but it did not feel like this in the approach taken 
by the CCO to issuing directions for the Referendum this year.  
 
The Commission has a Corporate Plan with stated objectives for its overall role but we are not 
aware that the CCO was required to meet performance standards as the RO was for May 2011 
and perhaps this is would be an area to pursue for future polls of this type. 
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Introduction 
1. After a period of two years of measuring Returning Officer (RO) 


performance against the performance standards, the Electoral 
Commission now intend to develop the performance standards 
framework.  It is intended to place greater focus on measurement of 
the outputs which is felt, if achieved, will deliver certain outcomes.  In 
addition, rather than ask RO’s to report on performance against the 
standards following the poll, they will instead monitor performance in 
real time.   


2. The views of Cornwall Council Electoral Services on the consultation 
document is as follows: 


Section 1 


1.1 Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and 
reasonably within, the responsibility of RO’s in the conduct of their statutory 
duties? 


It is considered the suggested standards do reflect the level of responsibility of RO’s but that the 
amount of data and evidence being sought at critical times of the electoral timetable may 
impose a level of risk that other key tasks are not met. 


It would be beneficial to administrators to understand how the Commission are going to 
resource the evaluation of this information. 


1.2 Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered, and which 
can be measured? 


Although we do not wish to add to the amount of evidence being requested, it is not felt that the 
Commission are capturing innovative ideas/projects that could be captured and presented to 
administrators to improve outcomes. 


1.3 Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, 
objective assessment criteria? 


It is felt there may be some conflict with performance standard 2a: Polling station set-up and the 
“details of approach taken to allocating electors and staff to polling stations and examples of 
any instances where you have taken an alternative approach to EC guidance.”  This will be 
somewhat determined by the Election Claims Unit guidance and what they are willing to fund. 


1.4 Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient 
evidence to justify whether an RO has met the performance standard? 


The data/evidence required is accepted as reasonable apart from: 


a) Details of the arrangements in place to maintain a clear audit trail of the count 
processes.  It is considered the count workflow document will provide this information 
and is therefore a duplication of effort. 


b) Number of verification and count staff.  The number of staff is often determined by 
the size of the venue available.  This is particularly the case with large unitary 
authorities with in our case six parliamentary constituencies.   
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1.5 Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 


 


The timeframe is considered reasonable with the exception of performance standard 2a: Polling 
station set-up.  Polling staff training is undertaken a week prior to polling day and so the 16 
March is not considered an appropriate time to request this information.  This is due to the fact 
that a significant number of casual staff will have to be replaced and the training needs to 
capture as many people as possible reducing the need to hold repeat sessions and at a time 
closer to the event when people will remember the content.  


Concern is expressed over the volume of evidence required during an election timetable and 
the danger that this will distract administrators from achieving some of their non-statutory goals 
that would benefit the electorate.   


 


Prepared by: 


Denise Holwill 


Electoral Services Manager 


Legal & Democratic Services (Electoral Service) 


7 February 2012 
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Response to questions on Draft Performance Standards for Returning 
Officers 
 


Question Response 
Do the revised standards reflect the 
level of performance that is relevant 
to and reasonably within, the 
responsibility of ROs in the conduct of 
their statutory duties? 


I am disappointed to note the removal of the 
above standard level.  How are you going to 
recognise those who decide to offer a service 
over an above the suggested standard?  The 
suggested standards cover the basic 
requirements but for those striving to offer high 
quality services do not reflect this level. 


Are there any other areas of the RO's 
remit that we have not covered, and 
which can be measured? 


No. I do not feel there are any other areas which 
need to be covered. 


Are the standards appropriately 
defined, taking into account the need 
for clear, objective assessment 
criteria? 


Polling Station set up – you make reference to 
having regard to EC guidance when allocating 
electors to polling stations and have circulated 
the proposed guidance.  I am concerned 
regarding the ratios in this guidance as our 
experience in May was that the ratios were too 
low which meant unnecessary additional costs.  
If I choose not follow those ratios how will I be 
expected to prove I have had regard to them?  I 
am concerned that this will create additional 
unnecessary paperwork. 
Printing ballot papers, poll cards, postal packs: 
you mention that proofing should be done as 
they are being printed.  Normal procedure is to 
check proofs prior to printing and then checks 
prior to despatch.  I feel it would be difficult to 
actually check as they are being printed. 


Does the 'data/evidence required' 
section outline appropriate and 
sufficient evidence to justify whether 
an RO has met the performance 
standard? 


Yes, Sufficient data/evidence is provided 


Are the timeframes for submission of 
data/evidence reasonable? 


Yes, as long as the checklists are sent out in 
adequate time then no issues with timeframe. 
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framework, the Commission would not have the powers to intervene where 
performance falls short of the proposed performance standards.  
 
Whilst we recognise that this lies outside the scope of the present consultation, we 
would underline the pressing need for the Government to review existing 
arrangements for the administration of elections to ensure that all disabled voters get 
the consistently high quality of service they would expect. In particular, we take the 
view that the Government should carefully evaluate the role of the Electoral 
Commission to provide overall coordination as way of strengthening consistency in 
the delivery of elections and ensuring an appropriate level of accountability. Such 
powers of direction should be complementary to a framework for monitoring 
performance.   
 
4. Accessibility issues and specific performance standards 
 
We believe that the performance standards should closely reflect the statutory 
requirements for Returning Officers in relation to accessibility of elections. On the 
whole, Scope would welcome the opportunity to work with the Commission to ensure 
that the guidance accompanying the standards sets out clearly what is expected of 
Returning Officers to meet the standards with respect to accessibility issues. We 
have indicated below where we believe that more detail should be included on the 
face of the standards.  
 
We note that the performance standard 1a on planning for an election requires 'a 
training plan which identifies the training needs of permanent and temporary staff'. 
The need for the training given to address the needs of disabled people. We believe 
that it would help to add more detail to indicate what would be expected from 
Returning Officers to demonstrate that they have complied with this standard. In 
particular, we would suggest that it is explicitly made clear that such training should 
include training to staff on supporting disabled people to vote.  
 
 "If accessible facilities are in place, it is simply the awareness, attitude, 
 training of key staff that makes the difference" (Polls Apart Respondent, 2010) 
 
We also note that the standard 2a requires Returning Officers to 'establish polling 
stations in such a way to enable access for all voters and to ensure that polling can 
be carried out efficiently', and particularly the requirement that Returning Officers 
demonstrate that they have considered accessibility issues and consulted with 
accessibility organisations. In terms of evidence to demonstrate that Returning 
Officers have met the standard, it would be helpful to include the need to provide 
evidence of what steps were taken to remedy access barriers for disabled people, 
based on the outcomes from the review of polling places. In addition, we would 
suggest that the standards require proof of plan to engage with disabled people in 
producing a lessons learnt document for future elections (standard 5b on the review 
of election procedures).  
 
In relation to the standard 2a which requires Returning Officers to 'ensure that all 
polling station staff are trained to set-up polling stations in such a way that takes 
account of voter needs, considering voter throughout and flow and how the voter will 
move through the voting process from entering to exiting the polling station', we 







would suggest also adding the need to ensure polling station lay out is such as to 
'facilitate the ability of all voters, including disabled people, to cast their votes in 
privacy'. Disabled voters at the General Election last year identified the need for the 
low level polling booth to be placed in the most appropriate position for wheelchair 
users. Many disabled people highlighted that the way in which low-level polling 
booths were installed in the polling station undermined the privacy of the voting 
experience:  
  
 "There was an accessible booth - but no privacy. The booth was right next to 
 the man guarding the voting box who could see my vote". (Polls Apart 
 Respondent,  2010) 
 “I was unable to vote alone or in private, as the low level polling booth was too 
 low".(Polls Apart Respondent, 2010) 
 
Given the difference that the layout of a polling station can make in terms of ensuring 
a disabled voter gets an accessible experience or otherwise, we would suggest that 
this should be included on the face of the performance standards framework.  
 
 
 
 
 
For further information about this response, please contact: 
 
Cristina Sarb 
Public Policy Advisor 
 
Scope 
6 Market Road 
N7 9PW 
E: cristina.sarb@scope.org.uk  
T: 0207 619 7255 
 








DRAFT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR RETURNING OFFICERS 
IN GREAT BRITAIN 
 
Response from David Anderson, Returning Officer, South Ayrshire Council to 
the Consultation Paper by the Electoral Commission 
 
 
 
1. Whilst it is understandable that the Electoral Commission wishes to monitor 


standards in real time so any performance issues that are identified as being below 
standard may be addressed during, rather than after, the election, this approach 
places a further burden on the staff of the returning officer to ensure that weekly 
returns are completed (and evidenced) for the Commission at a time when such staff 
are already under considerable pressure. 


 
 
2. It is generally accepted that performance can be measured by: 
 


 assessing the inputs requested to achieve a desired outcome; 


 assessing whether or not a desired outcome is achieved; 


 achieving a target out to a desired standard by a target time; and 


 assessing compliance with the law. 
 
 
3. The Electoral Commission ought to concentrate on two distinct aspects that clearly 


demonstrate performance (or the attainment of pre-set standards) 
 


 whether or not the returning officer’s legal objectives are met; 


 how well the key stakeholders in the process are served. 
 
 
4. The risk register has a definitive purpose and direct link to a project plan, however it 


would be inappropriate for the Commission somehow to direct a returning officer to 
take particular operational actions to reduce risk as local circumstance vary. 


 
 
5. Comments on Specific Standards 
 
 PS1a:  Planning for an election 
 
 Generally what is sought and required to be completed is in accordance with good 


practice, however there may be resource issues involved to ensure all such 
documentation is thoroughly prepared and kept as a ‘living document’. 


 
 PS2a:  Polling station set up 
 
 As the responsibility for selecting polling places is within the control of the local 


authority (rather than the returning officer) the returning officer has to operate the poll 
within the constraints imposed by the local authority (and adjoining local authorities 
where there are cross-boundaries).  This performance standard may be unrealistic. 
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 PS2b:  Producing ballot papers, poll cards and notices 
 
 It is unrealistic for a returning officer to put in place a process for proof-checking 


ballot papers as they are being printed.  Ballot papers are printed in secure sites, 
which maybe a considerable distance from the returning officer’s election office.  It is 
for the returning officer to decide the most effective way of managing the risks 
involved and to implement appropriate mitigating factors.  There could be a resource 
issue (both in crucial staff time and finance) in fulfilling this proposal. 


 
 To ensure that the first issue of poll cards is dispatched by the date specified in the 


Commission’s guidance, is really a direction from the Commission.  This takes no 
account of local circumstances and existing contractual arrangements with the 
service provider.  Guidance is just that; it would be for the returning officer to decide 
whether or not to comply with the guidance and the Commission then could enquire 
as to why the returning officer chose to depart from the guidance. 


 
 PS2c:  Candidates and agents 
 
 As a performance measure there are no issues here. 
 
 PS3a:  Producing postal vote stationery 
 
 The Commission appears to be going beyond the concept of ‘in accordance with the 


legislation’ by prescribing the use of example templates provided by the Commission. 
 
 Proof-checking postal vote stationery as it is being printed is a matter for a returning 


officer to risk assess.  In this authority we receive a ‘proof box’ containing a sample of 
all postal vote documentation, which is thoroughly checked and, if in order, signed 
off, prior to the postal vote stationery being printed.  This works well as there would 
be substantial resources required to send a senior member of staff to sites in 
England where the postal vote contractor operates. 


 
 PS3b:  Issuing of postal votes 
 
 To issue postal votes by a date specified in the Commission’s guidance is really a 


direction and is not a valid performance indicator.  Designating a member of the 
project team to monitor outsourced work and the work of the contractor is again a 
direction relating to operational activity.  Guidance, as stated previously, is just that; it 
would be for the returning officer to decide whether or not to comply with the 
guidance and the Commission then could enquire as to why the returning officer 
chose to depart from the guidance.  As a measure of performance it seems to be 
inappropriate and should be removed. 


 
 PS3c:  Receiving and opening postal votes 
 
 The law requires that at least 20% of postal vote identifier statements be checked.  


Whilst most returning officers do check 100% of postal vote identifier statements, this 
standard is imposing a preference for mandatory 100% checking which is not a legal 
requirement. 
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 PS4a:  Effective Verification and count process 
 
 Performance measures have to be specific so how can ‘appropriate resources are in 


place to ensure the verification and count is timely’ be measured?  The number of 
staff at a count does not demonstrate any performance measure as it takes no 
account of local circumstances, staff experience and training, time taken to process 
the verification from the arrival of ballot boxes. 


 
 
6. Notwithstanding the foregoing comments the Commission should be considering 


using the format of other performance standards that operate through Audit Scotland, 
and Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Education (HMI).  This could be accomplished 
through self-evaluation across each electoral event using six high-level questions: 


 
 What key outcomes have we achieved? 


 How well do we meet the needs of our stakeholders? 


 How good is our delivery of election processes? 


 How good is our management? 


 How good it our leadership? 


 What is our capacity for improvement? 
 
 Through systematically keeping these high-level questions and their component parts 


under review over the lifetime of the self-evaluation cycle, the returning officer should 
be able to identify, celebrate and build on areas of strength and address areas of 
underperformance, thereby identifying key priorities for improvement.  It is expected 
that, in addition to using national frameworks of performance and quality indicators, 
returning officers would wish to use a range of other tools and measures. 


 
 
I trust these comments will be of use. 
 
 
 
 
 
DAVID ANDERSON 
 
Returning Officer 
South Ayrshire Council 
County Buildings 
Wellington Square 
Ayr  KA7 1DR 
 
 
12 October 2011 
 
 

















































 


 


 
 


 
 
Dear Sir 
 
Consultation paper --- Draft Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great 
Britiain 
 
Please see below comments in respect of the above document. 
 
 
Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and 
reasonably within, the responsibility of Returning Officers in the conduct of their 
statutory duties? 
 
Yes they largely do, although there needs to be an acknowledgement that there are 
sometimes factors that are outside of the control of the Electoral Commission and 
those with responsibility for the running of elections, such as the timing of legislation, 
that can impact particularly on the timing of the delivery of certain parts of the electoral 
process. 
 
There needs to be tacit recognition of the fact that outside influences can impact on 
delivery, notably from suppliers who fail to meet agreed deadlines or standards. 
 
 
 
Are there any other areas of the Returning Officer’s remit that we have not 
covered, and which can be measured? 
 
There does not appear to be anything relating to the sufficiency of staffing levels in 
polling stations in Performance Standard 2, which is surprising as it is included in 
Standard 4 relating to the Verification/Count. 
 
There also does not appear to be any mention of the need to submit claims to the ECU, 
and given the difficulty this has caused over past years, this is also surprising. 
 
 


Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
LONDON 
EC1 8YZ 


Direct Line: (01536) 534200 
Email: ianwhite@kettering.gov.uk 
  
Date: 14th October 2011   







 


 


 
 
 
 
 
Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, 
objective assessment criteria? 
 
Some of the terminology used is a bit vague in places (e.g. ‘candidate returns’ in 
Standard 5 needs greater definition as to what exactly needs to be supplied, and 
whether this is the ‘on request’ specified in Section 87(2) of RPA 1983.) 
 
Additionally, in Standard 2a, it is unclear how the definition fits in with the requirement to 
have four yearly reviews (likely to be increased to 5 shortly) of polling places, and 
whether evidence gathered in these reviews will be sufficient for the purpose. 
 
Overall there is a concern that there seems little room for innovation or any devices for 
driving up service standards within the document, which the previous set of 
qualitative standards provided. It would also be helpful for the Commission to 
consider providing examples of exceptional practice as it does with the ‘Above 
standard’ criteria currently. 
 
The Commission should recall that if Administrators are forced to follow a set of 
guidelines/directions slavishly then it runs the risk of alienating them, as was the case 
in some instances with the Referendum earlier this year. 
 
 
Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient 
evidence to justify whether an Returning Officer has met the performance 
standard? 
 
In some of the evidence requirements, there is likely only to be a brief description of 
steps taken that can be provided by the Returning Officer. Where this is the case it 
would be helpful to know the level of details that needs to be gone into when preparing 
evidence for submission.  
 
There is some concern surrounding the level of evidence that the Commission requires 
not being particularly clear at this stage. 
 
 
Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 
 







 


 


It will be better for the submission of project plans and risk registers to take place each 
January rather than in December when many staff are still involved with the aftermath of 
the annual canvass and production of the Register. 
 
 
 
As stated earlier, there needs to be an acknowledgement that there are sometimes 
factors that are outside of the control of the Electoral Commission and those with 
responsibility for the running of elections, such as the timing of legislation, that can 
impact particularly on the timing of the delivery of certain parts of the electoral process.  
 
The date of 16th March is somewhat early for the exact numbers of verification/count 
staff to be known. 
 
 
 
I hope the above is helpful. 
 
 
Yours faithfully 
 


Ian White 


Ian White 
Electoral Services Manager 
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  NORTHAMPTONSHIRE ELECTORAL ADMINISTRATORS GROUP 
 


 
RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION PAPER ON  


DRAFT PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FOR RETURNING OFFICERS FOR 
GREAT BRITAIN 


 
The Northamptonshire Electoral Administrators Group welcomes the opportunity to comment on 
the draft performance standards for returning officers for Great Britain.  
 
It recognises that the draft standards seek to provide the Electoral Commission with a means of 
gaining greater reassurance that the standards are being met, however there is concern among 
electoral administrators that any benefits of this new approach may have disadvantages of 
equal proportion for the electoral professionals that must adhere to it. The approach being 
recommended builds upon that which was taken in the preparation of the May 2011 polls. The 
requirement to provide the Chief Counting Officer with regular updates was found to be time-
consuming and provide an additional burden on Electoral Administrators at an already 
pressured period. There is a concern that such an approach leaves little room for innovation or 
driving up service standards and in some cases may stifle the creativity of electoral 
professionals, leading in the long-term to alienation and demotovation. Indeed, the new 
standards have totally removed the notion of striving to identify and meet exceptional practice 
by performing above the performance standard.  
 
Although the group understands how the Electoral Commission has come to identify a list of 43 
individual pieces of data and evidence that it will require as a means of proof that the 
performance standards are being met, it questions the usefulness of each of these. The Group 
would ask the Commission to reconsider whether it is absolutely necessary to receive, for 
example, a copy of the Count Venue Layout given that these are unique to each authority and 
would not actually provide evidence that “all processes are transparent, with everything at the 
verification and count carried out in clear view of all those entitled to attend”. Also, the content of 
documents such as the postal voting statement and poll cards are prescribed in law and it is 
therefore unclear what benefit the commission would gain from receiving these at a point when 
they will be imminently dispatched.  
 
By asking for a copy of almost every document that is produced at election time there appears 
to be a growing sense of mistrust on the part of the Electoral Commission of the professionalism 
and ability of Returning Officers and their staff to execute their legal responsibilities. If there is 
genuine concern that such documents are being incorrectly produced then this must be 
discussed with those authorities that are believed to be in breach of their responsibilities.  
 
The group would welcome a revision of this list to identify those areas that are of most acute 
concern to the Electoral Commission and thereby reduce some of the administrative burden that 
will fall to administrators to provide this extensive list of evidence. Such a revision would also 
give reassurance to the Returning Officers and their staff that there remains trust that they can 
execute their legal obligations effectively. It would also be helpful for the Commission to provide 
clear advice as to when flexibility in the design and wording of forms and notices may be 
exercised, by indicating in their standards when this is the case. 
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Below are responses to each of the questions posed within the consultation document. If further 
clarification is required, please do not hesitate to contact us.  
 
Do the revised standards reflect the level of performance that is relevant to, and reasonably 
within, the responsibility of ROs in the conduct of their statutory duties? 
 
Yes they largely do, although there needs to be an acknowledgement that there are sometimes 
factors that are outside of the control of the Electoral Commission and those with responsibility for 
the running of elections, such as the timing of legislation, that can impact particularly on the timing 
of the delivery of certain parts of the electoral process. 
 
There needs to be tacit recognition of the fact that outside influences can impact on delivery, 
notably from suppliers who fail to meet agreed deadlines or standards. 
 
Are there any other areas of the RO’s remit that we have not covered, and which can be 
measured? 
 
The Group welcomes the clarification provided in EA Alert 162 that Performance Standard 2a 
includes an expectation with regards staffing levels in polling stations, and recommends that this 
be more explicit in the final version of the performance standards.  
 
There also does not appear to be any mention of the need to submit claims to the ECU, and given 
the difficulty this has caused over past years, this is surprising. 
 
Are the standards appropriately defined, taking into account the need for clear, objective 
assessment criteria? 
 
Broadly speaking, yes, although some of the terminology is a bit vague in places (e.g. ‘candidate 
returns’ in Standard 5 needs greater definition as to what exactly needs to be supplied, and 
whether this is the ‘on request’ specified in Section 87(2) of RPA 1983). 
 
Additionally, in Standard 2a, it is unclear how the definition fits in with the requirement to have four-
yearly reviews (likely to be increased to 5 shortly) of polling places, and whether evidence gathered 
in these reviews will be sufficient for the purpose. 
 
Does the ‘data/evidence required’ section outline appropriate and sufficient evidence to 
justify whether an RO has met the performance standard? 
 
In some of the evidence requirements, there is likely only to be a brief description of steps taken 
that can be provided by the Returning Officer. Where this is the case, such as Standard 5 ‘‘Details 
of arrangements in place for forward and/or storage of documentation’’, it would be helpful to know 
the level of detail that need to be provided when preparing evidence for submission. In addition, it 
would be helpful to know the form of return that would be acceptable, for example: would a copy 
of an email confirmation from Royal Mail with regard to arrangements for the return of postal votes 
and for any final sweep to be carried out on polling day be sufficient to satisfy Standard 3c?  
 
It must be recognised by the Electoral Commission that at a time when administrators will be 
under significant pressure they will not be able to prioritise the ‘‘packaging’’ of evidence and that to 
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create as little burden as possible, the Electoral Commission must be willing to accept evidence in 
its raw state. 
 
 
Are the timeframes for submission of data/evidence reasonable? 
 
It would be better for the submission of project plans and risk registers to take place each January 
rather than in December when many staff are still involved with the aftermath of the annual canvass 
and production of the Register. 
 
There is concern among EROs that the volume of information and documentation which the 
Electoral Commission requires to see will add a significant additional administrative burden at an 
already pressured period and in a time when resources and budgets have been, and continue to 
be, reduced. It is imperative that administrators are not forced to divert resource away from the 
election to reformatting documents and finding solutions to problems posed by the Electoral 
Commission’s requirement to receive documentation and data. For example, some of these 
documents are large and the Electoral Commission must ensure that it has the capacity to receive 
such large files electronically. Also, it should be the responsibility of the Electoral Commission to 
ensure that it has the software to read all the documentation that they have requested, as any 
requirement by the Electoral Commission to provide documents in a different format would create 
an unnecessary and unacceptable burden on the Electoral staff at an already pressurised time, as 
well as the associated potential cost implications. The Electoral Commission must also recognise 
that the priority for administrators will be to get these documents published within the legal 
guidelines and timelines and the Electoral Commission’s requirements will need to be secondary 
to this. 
 
As stated earlier, there needs to be an acknowledgement that there are sometimes factors that are 
outside of the control of the Electoral Commission and those with responsibility for the running of 
elections, such as the timing of legislation, that can impact particularly on the timing of the delivery 
of certain parts of the electoral process.  
 
The date of 16th March is considered to be too early for the exact numbers of verification/count 
staff to be known. The end of the month would be a more realistic deadline. 
 
 


























 


 


R A Gruet LL.B                                                                            Electoral Services 
Assistant Director Corporate Governance                               London Borough of Hounslow 
Corporate Services Directorate   Civic Centre  Lampton Road 
   Hounslow  TW3 4DN 
 


Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London, EC1Y 8YZ 
Email – performancestandardsinbox@electoralcommission.org.uk 


your contact is:  Angela Holden 
tel:                     020 8583 2095     
date:                  5 October 2011 
email:                 angela.holden@hounslow.gov.uk 
our ref:                     
your ref:             EC19/2011 


  
Dear Ross 
 
Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great Britain 
 
I would like to thank you for the opportunity to comment on the “Performance Standards 
for Returning Officers in Great Britain”. 
 
Whilst I welcome the more formal approach adopting the principles of project 
management for the conduct of elections with the adoption of formal plans and risk 
registers I have some concerns in relation to the above consultation paper which I will 
outline below. 
 
I note from the consultation paper that the new performance standards no longer have 
the grading system of "below standard", "standard" and "above standard" and the 
proposed new approach as I understand it will be that a Returning Officer will either 
meet the particular standard and pass, or they will have been deemed to fail.   
 
Paragraph 3.5 of the consultation paper states "Wherever the standard states that a 
task "must" be completed this constitutes a requirement which must be met by ROs in 
order to meet a particular standard". 
 
Taking this into account if the Returning Officer fails to meet the Electoral Commission 
standard have they really failed to run a successful election – my view and I sure others 
will agree is that you can run a perfectly successful election without meeting all the 
Electoral Commission standards. 
 
A lot of the standards listed are not required by legislation and appear to be the 
Electoral Commission "Directions" being put into standards. 
  
Paragraph 3.11 of the consultation paper refers to the revised performance standards 
being published in December 2011 for elections in May 2012.  At a meeting I was at this 
week reference was made to the standards being published mid December with 
submission of plans and registers by mid January - this is far too late in the process for 
project planning 2012 elections.  I would like to start preparing our plans and risk 
registers now and would appreciate the early release of Electoral Commission templates 
even if they have to be in draft format.  In London next year there are 3 major elections 
for the GLA taking place on one day and with any project planning I’m sure most 
businesses would not wait until just before Christmas to release templates for a complex 
event happening within less than 5 months.  I’m also not looking forward to the prospect 
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of having to produce plans over Christmas to meet your submission deadline or rewriting 
our plans to adopt your templates.  At Hounslow we already have a detailed timetable of 
events for all tasks which is still in draft due to the uncertainty of some directions for 
example the poll card delivery date.  We already have our rooms booked and plans in 
place for a delivery date which may change subject to the GLRO or Electoral 
Commission.   
 
 Performance standard 2b - "Ensure that a process is in place for proof-checking ballot 
papers as they are being printed" - we do have a proof checking process in place which 
involves signing off templates once they have been proof checked, and signing off live 
data proofs and in both cases we fax back authorisation in writing to print however it 
could be several days before they are being printed and we do not do a proof checking 
process whilst they are actually being printed as this would not be practical especially in 
some cases subject to the location of the printer and I’m sure no other local authority 
does whilst they are being printed. 
 
There is also the same reference for poll cards under standard 2b, and postal votes 
standard 3a. 
 
I fully accept that there is a duty of a Returning Officer or Deputy Returning Officer to be 
present if the print supplier is conducting the full postal vote issue service with the postal 
vote packs being sent out direct from the printer but I do not think it is necessary to do 
live proofs as ballot papers, poll cards and postal vote stationery are actually being 
printed especially if live data proofs have previously been authorised. 
  
Performance standard 2b - "Ensure first issue of poll cards are dispatched by date 
specified in EC guidance".  This could have an impact for those with Council elections - 
would Returning Officers really want to be sending poll cards out immediately after the 
Notice of Election is published when in some areas the election maybe uncontested and 
a further notification would have to be sent out to the elector incurring additional costs. 
Returning Officers may therefore want flexibility depending on the type of election.  "By 
date specified" - our poll cards are usually delivered over several days, for example 
Thursday – Tuesday which includes a weekend to allow canvassers time to deliver them 
unlike royal mail whereby they could all go out on one date – would we have failed in the 
performance standard as ours would not be out in one day? 
  
Performance standard 3a - "Produce postal voting statements in accordance with the 
legislation and any example templates provided by the Electoral Commission" - our 
template is similar to the Electoral Commission template but not identical as it adopts 
local practice across London who use the same supplier and our layout works well – 
would we have failed by adopting our local practice template which we feel is better and 
easier for our electorate and has been successful in previous years? 
  
Performance standard 3b - "ensure first issue of postal votes is undertaken by date 
specified in Electoral Commission guidance" -  I have concerns that if the date specified 
was the day after the deadline to apply for a postal vote  would we get them all out in 1 
day – for the referendum we worked late into the night after the deadline for applications 
and changes preparing for issue the next day and we do  try to get them all out the next 
day but for the GLA elections as there are 3 ballot papers to be inserted it may take 
longer than 1 day to issue them all and it may take a couple of days.  There may also be 
issues with some print suppliers who conduct the issue on behalf of Returning Officers 
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issuing them all in one day – I suppose the key is the number of days to be specified 
after the deadline. 
 
I also have concerns in the time taken to complete the Electoral Commission 
spreadsheets and the submission of evidence so that it can be monitored in real time.  
Last year we only had the referendum to conduct so I suppose there was more time 
available to complete the submissions to the Electoral Commission but what happens if 
it is a Parliamentary election or like next year when London has 3 elections on one day 
and Hounslow is a lead borough – would we have failed if we fail to complete the 
Electoral Commission spreadsheets and evidence because we were too busy working 
long hours ensuring the conduct of the election was successful. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Angela Holden FCIS, DMS, MBA, AEA (Dip) 


Electoral Services Manager  
  








Chief Executive
Civic Centre
New Street


Stourport on Severn
 Worcs,  DY13 8UJ


 
 


Ian Miller
Chief Executive


tel: 01562 732700
fax: 01562 732790


email: ian.miller@wyreforestdc.gov.uk
my ref:IRM/GNH 


your ref: 
date:11 October, 2011 


 


 


Dear Ms Clayton 
 
Thank you for your consultation letter regarding the performance standards for Returning Officers. 
Please find below the response from Wyre Forest District Council.   
  
Whilst the Council recognises the need to ensure that elections are carried out effectively and 
efficiently, and to do so requires the Returning Officer to meet agreed standards, the Council feels 
that the Commission's proposals represent an inconsistent approach compared to Government 
policy. The proposals place a further burden on councils and their limited and reducing resources, 
particularly at a time when the Government has taken steps to reduce data requirements, remove 
most national targets and indicators and reduce the amount of inspection. The Government is 
removing bureaucracy but the Commission's proposals seem to be moving in the opposite 
direction. 
  
Wyre Forest District Council has successfully run many elections, and ensures that effective 
project plans and risk registers are in place.  To monitor performance in ‘real time’ will, I believe, 
detract from the focus of carrying out the election, and will be a time when resources are stretched 
delivering elections. We are also concerned about the increase in the proportion of councils that 
will be subject to inspection visits, which does not appear to a be risk-based approach and runs 
counter to the Government's policy direction. 
  
Finally, to gather together the information to support the return adds another layer of administration 
that can and should avoided, in particular the need to prepare for visits from the Commission to 
inspect and verify the steps we take to deliver and election and electoral registration. 
  
I trust that the comments from Council will be fed into the consultation process.  Should you require 
any clarification on the points I have raised please do not hesitate to contact me. 
  
Yours sincerely, 
 


 
 
Chief Executive & Returning Officer 






































































































































Ross Clayton 
Business Assistant – Electoral Administration 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London 
EC17 8YZ 
 
 
19 November 2011 
 
Dear Mr Clayton 
 
Proposed Revised Performance Standards for Returning Officers 
 
I apologise for this late submission but I have sought agreement from the Electoral 
Commission Midlands Office for an extension of deadline. 
 
Please find below comments to the revised performance standards for Returning Officers 
with reference to Electoral Commission guidance. 
 
Firstly, one general point: consideration does not appear to have been taken into account of 
the nature of local elections which can be uncontested which therefore has an effect of 
delivery of poll cards, number of polling stations and polling station staff required, the layout 
and number of count staff required, as opposed to a national poll. 
 
On specific standards: 
 
Performance Standard 2A – Polling Stations 
 
I have concerns over the proposed guidance which appears over-prescriptive and does not 
allow the RO to apply local knowledge of ration required for number of polling stations and 
staffing for appropriate to type of election and the need for additional poll clerks.  
 
It should be noted that availability of suitable premises is for use as polling stations is 
becoming more difficult. 
 
At combined polls the RO’s consideration is always dependent again on the number and type 
of polls, time of year etc. but also on local knowledge. 
 
Consideration of the financial costs of polling stations, staffing, and equipment has also to be 
born in mind. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Electoral Shared Services 
Bromsgrove District Council and Redditch Borough Council 
 
The Council House, Burcot Lane 
Bromsgrove, Worcestershire, B60 1AA 
Electoral Office Tel:  01527 881421 
Fax: 01527 881414 
DX:  17279 Bromsgrove 
Email: elections@bromsgroveandredditch.gov.uk 


 


 


 







Performance Standard 2B – Poll Cards, Ballot Papers and Notices 
 
Considerable effort is made in relation to proof reading documents. Although, where 
specialist printers are based a significant distance away from the Elections office, this can 
only be done remotely via pdf copies and live proofs posted out, which therefore has an 
effect on dates timetabled in the draft revisions.  
 
Prescription of poll card information does not take into account the additional information the 
RO includes such poling station location maps, relevant local changes from previous year 
etc. 
 
The date when poll cards are despatched can depend on the election being contested, which 
is especially relevant at local elections and hand delivery or contract delivery methods to 
inform electors in time to apply for a postal vote. In my view this should be left to the 
discretion of the RO. 
 
The date for examples of notices requested to be supplied is before the close for withdrawal 
of candidature.  
 
Performance Standard 4A – Verification and Count 
 
The date for the number of staff is again requested before close for withdrawal of 
candidature –  
at local elections the number of polls and candidates has a direct effect on the number of 
staff employed and the layout at the polling venue. 
 
In conclusion 
 
Proposals for other standards are largely achievable and appropriate but I would like further 
consideration to be given to the specific points raised in the above paragraphs, particularly in 
those cases where response dates do not match the legislative deadline dates set in the 
election timetable. 
 
Finally, I want to express my concern around the general principle of the Electoral 
Commission’s power of direction over Returning Officers, rather than offering guidance, as to 
how they undertake their statutory duties, given that the overall responsibility for an election 
lies personally with the Returning Officer.  
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 


 
pp. 
 
Mrs Susan Hanley 
Returning Officer for Redditch  




























































Performance Standards for Returning Officers in Great 


Britain 


EC19-2011 


Consultation response by the Returning Officer and electoral 


service team at West Berkshire Council 


West Berkshire Council’s Returning Officer and Electoral Services Team, having 


considered the consultation paper issued by the Electoral Commission on revised 


performance standards for Returning Officers, would like to make the following comments. 


General statement 


We believe that in many cases, the proposed standards are unnecessary for the simple 


reason that they are already requirements within law.  If a returning officer fails to act 


according to law, then he or she is in breach of official duty and must face the 


consequences. 


In addition, the new regime seems to infer that a returning officer either passes or fails a 


standard, taking no account of the fact that the election itself was successfully 


administered.  For example, if the returning officer misses the arbitrarily set deadline for 


the delivery of poll cards, he or she will fail the standard despite the fact that the election 


then ran smoothly. 


We also question what the purpose of the standards now is?  We had always understood 


that they were intended to improve the quality of election delivery to voters but we cannot 


see how with this latest set - a returning officer either passes or fails, and there is no 


mechanism for recognising either local circumstances or good practice.  The previous set 


of indicators gave a more balanced view of an electoral service and also gave room for 


authorities to look to improve. 


This has almost become a tick-box exercise with no apparent benefit to either returning 


officers or voters. It seems to us that this is an attempt to formalise those directions issued 







by the Commission at the referendum in 2011 without in any way acknowledging the 


flexibility the returning officer has in law.  


Planning and organisation 


1. Performance standard 1a 


No specific issues to raise.  However, we believe that the project plan and the risk 


register will only be true living documents if they are written and owned by those 


delivering them, i.e. Electoral Services teams.  This means that there should continue 


to be flexibility in their format, with adherence to Electoral Commission templates not a 


pre-requisite. 


 


Administering the poll 


2. Performance standard 2a 


Accessibility.  We believe that this section of the standard simply repeats the statutory 


responsibilities placed on local authorities and returning officers as set out in the 


Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA 1983). 


The local authority “must have regard to the accessibility to disabled persons of 


potential polling stations in any [polling] place …” (section 18B(4)(c) RPA 1983).  It is 


therefore an unnecessary task on which to have to provide detailed evidence prior to 


every election and we question what the Commission will be able to do with the 


information even were accessibility issues to be reported.  


Allocation of electors.  This standard sets an arbitrary limit on the number of electors 


allocated to a polling station by a returning officer with no regard to the local knowledge 


of the returning officer or his independent role.  The same applies to the number of staff 


to be appointed. 


Rule 25(1) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules states that “the returning officer shall 


provide sufficient number of polling stations and … allot the electors to the polling 


stations in such manner as he thinks most convenient.”  Rule 26(1) states that “the 







returning officer shall appoint … a presiding officer … and such clerks as may be 


necessary for the purposes of the election …” 


The standard appears to infer that the returning officer should follow the Commission’s 


arbitrary figures and where not, justify the reasons why, despite the fact that the 


decision according to law is the returning officer’s.  Once again, we question what the 


Commission will be able to do with the information, particularly if it disagrees with the 


returning officer’s decision.   


The standard also ignores the fact that many issues will actually be caused by either 


the poor designation of polling places (by local authorities) or the non-availability of 


suitable premises rather than the allocation of polling stations within them.  If 3,500 


electors have been allocated to a polling place, for example, requiring two polling 


stations (according to the Commission’s formula), there will still be 3,500 electors 


potentially walking into the same room. 


In addition, the formula used at the referendum increased the costs of staffing polling 


stations considerably, arguably to little positive effect. In this standard the Commission 


is directing returning officers in such a way as to pass those costs on to the local 


authority. This would be difficult at any time but especially so in the current public-


sector financial climate. 


In our opinion, it would be far better to set the standard so that returning officers are 


simply required to make a statement confirming that they have properly considered 


electorate and staffing allocations according to local circumstances, and acted 


accordingly. 


Guidance for voters.  We cannot see any value in sending to the Commission copies 


of the “guidance for voters” or “instructions for voters” as they are both statutory 


notices.  The wording is therefore set by the relevant elections rules.  A simple 


statement that they have been posted would surely suffice. 


3. Performance standard 2b 


Proof checking of ballot papers.  What appears to be being proposed is that we have 


staff standing at the end of the print press as the ballot papers are coming off the end!  


This is both an impractical and unnecessary requirement, and in these stringent times 







is something that we are sure most returning officers would struggle to find resources 


for. 


Proof-checking of masters followed by a random check of ballot books is all that is 


realistically required, with a statement made that such appropriate checks have been 


done.  We are sure that is what the standard intends but is very clumsily worded at 


present. 


Poll cards.  As with the notices referred to above, we cannot see any value in sending 


to the Commission copies of the poll cards as they must follow the statutory form with 


the addition information applicable to their local circumstances as the returning officer 


deems appropriate.   


Unlike at the referendum in May, there is absolutely no need for consistency across the 


UK as what is right for the local circumstances in one area will not be the case 


elsewhere.   


A simple statement therefore that the poll cards have been produced in accordance 


with the relevant election rules would surely suffice. 


Delivery of poll cards.  Rule 28(3) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules states that 


“the returning officer shall as soon as practicable after publication of notice of the 


election send to electors … an official poll card”.  We understand that the wording “as 


soon as practicable” is not defined further in law, with the rule being written in that way 


to allow the returning officer to administer the election in accordance with law but also 


mindful of local circumstances. 


Therefore, we cannot see how the Commission can determine the date, without any 


understanding of local circumstances or the legitimate decision of a returning officer to 


make the deliveries later than the 24th working day before the poll. 


In making this statement, we have always chosen to have the poll cards delivered as 


early as possible in the election timetable but feel that an arbitrarily set date is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary.   







In addition, what does the date actually mean in real terms?  The guidance states that 


“you must ensure that the first issue of poll cards is carried out by not later than 24 


working days before polling day”.  The wording is extremely clumsy. 


What is the definition of a “working day”, for example?  Weekends are now considered 


by many to be normal working days.  If the standard is referring to days excluding dies 


non, then it should say so. 


What does “ensure the first issue is carried out” mean?  If delivering via Royal Mail, is 


that handing them to Royal Mail?  If that is the case, there could well be a week’s delay 


in them actually being received by electors.  If delivering by hand, does that mean all 


deliveries must be completed by the 24 day deadline or started by that deadline?  The 


former is completely impractical in that the standard is expecting the returning officer to 


hand deliver every poll card in a 48 hour period, come rain or shine. 


4. Performance standard 2c 


There is not to our knowledge either any legal requirement for or provision to allow 


returning officers to informally check nomination papers, simply to “… prepare a 


nomination paper for signature” (rule 7(4)(b) of the Parliamentary Elections Rules).   


We therefore question the validity of this standard on the basis that an expectation is 


being placed on returning officers that does not correspond with the returning officer’s 


legal obligations.   


In saying that, we will continue our current practice to assist candidates wherever 


possible, including offering informal checks, but the decision whether to do so should 


not be made a requirement unless provided for in relevant election rules. 


Absent voting 


5. Performance standard 3a 


Postal voting statement.  As with the notices and documentation referred to in 3. 


above, we cannot see any value in sending to the Commission copies of the postal 


voting statement as it is a statutory document with the ability for the returning officer to 







add additional information applicable to their local circumstances.  The remainder of 


the wording is set by the relevant elections rules.   


Unlike at the referendum in May, there is absolutely no need for consistency across the 


UK as what is right for the local circumstances in one area will not be the case 


elsewhere.   


A simple statement therefore that the postal voting statement complies with the 


relevant election rules would surely suffice. 


Proof checking of postal voting stationery.  As with the ballot papers, what appears 


to be being proposed is that we have staff standing at the end of the print press as the 


postal voting stationery is coming off the end.  This is both an impractical and 


unnecessary requirement, and in these stringent times is something that we are sure 


most returning officers would struggle to find resources for. 


Proof-checking of masters followed by a random check of stationery at issue is all that 


is realistically required, with a statement made that such appropriate checks have been 


done. 


6. Performance standard 3b 


Delivery of postal ballot papers.  We would refer you to the comments made at 3. 


above with regards to the delivery of poll cards, and would make exactly the same 


points.  We understand the legal requirements as to when postal votes should be 


delivered are as set out at regulation 71 of the Representation of the People (England 


and Wales) Regulations 2001, with no actual delivery date specified. 


Therefore, we cannot see how the Commission can determine the date, without any 


understanding of local circumstances or the legitimate decision of a returning officer to 


make the deliveries later than the 9th working (? … do you mean “excluding dies non”?) 


day before the poll. 


We think that the deadline is unachievable when elections are combined. We issued 


the referendum packs on the day following the application deadline. We cannot see 


how that would be possible with two or even three ballot papers per pack. A returning 







officer should not be deemed to have failed if he needs to take additional time to 


accurately issue postal packs. 


In making this statement, we have always chosen to have the postal votes delivered as 


early as possible in the election timetable but feel that an arbitrarily set date is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary. 


7. Performance standard 3c 


Checking of postal vote identifiers. If the legal requirement is to check 20% of postal 


voting identifiers at each opening, why is the standard requiring returning officers to 


justify why they only chose to check that legally required number rather than 100%?  If 


a returning officer chooses to check the number legally required, they have complied 


with their responsibilities according to law. 


In making this statement, we have always set out with the intention of checking 100% 


of personal identifiers (and indeed achieved that) but feel that the standard is both 


unhelpful and unnecessary. 


We would urge you to re-consider the content of many of the proposed standards as we 


feel that they are both unnecessary (as they replicate responsibilities already set out in 


law) and, in our opinion, unfair in that many returning officers will fail standards on 


technicalities even though the election itself is administered to the highest of standards. It 


also seems to us that this is a way of the Commission issuing directions to returning 


officers when the law does not allow that. 


Thank you for giving us the opportunity to comment. 


 


David Holling,  Returning Officer, West Berkshire Council 


Phil Runacres, Elections & Land Charges Manager, West Berkshire Council 


13th October 2011 


 


 







 





