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1. RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.1 That the Committee notes the contents of the Elections review which 
was completed following the General and Local Elections in May 2010. 

 
1.2 That the Committee notes the proposed recommendations outlined in 

the review of organisational arrangements of General and Municipal 
elections in May 2010. 

 
2. RELEVANT PREVIOUS DECISIONS 

2.1 None 
 
3. CORPORATE PRIORITIES AND POLICY CONSIDERATIONS 
 
3.1 At the heart of the Council’s corporate plan is an expectation of a new 

relationship with customers, including through the corporate plan priority of 
sharing opportunities, sharing responsibilities.  Fundamental to this is 
democratic accountability and the electoral system is a key component of this.  
The Electoral Commission recommends reviewing the process of running the 
election as best practice.   

 
4. RISK MANAGEMENT ISSUES 
 
4.1 The review found that the election was generally run well, and identified a 

number of future improvements which will help to reduce risks at future 
elections.   

. 
 5. EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY ISSUES 
 
5.1 These proposals aim to assist in ensuring that all persons who are eligible to 

vote have equal access to exercise this right. 
 
5.2 There were a small number of portakabins where there were no other suitable 

and available premises within the polling districts. Prior to Polling Day, 
Disability Action in the borough of Barnet were consulted on access 
arrangements to polling stations and a representative of the organisation 
visited a number of locations. No complaints to the council were received 
about disabled access arrangements.  

 
6. USE OF RESOURCES IMPLICATIONS (Finance, Procurement, 

Performance & Value for Money, Staffing, IT, Property, Sustainability) 
 
6.1 Funding for Local Authorities to run elections is provided by the Ministry of 

Justice according to a formula and strict criteria about what the funding can be 
spent on. Additional items of expenditure were funded from the Council’s 
budget.  The budget is set out in table 1:  

 
6.2 Items of major expenditure included:  
 

Print: £120,000  
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Marquee: £10,000 + £9,000 additional flooring  
Postage - £120,000  
Polling stations - £62,000  
 
 

 
Table 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7. LEGAL ISSUES  
 
7.1 None save as in the context of this report. 
 
8. CONSTITUTIONAL POWERS  
 
8.1 Constitution Part 3 - Responsibility for Functions - Section 2 - Responsibility 

for Council Functions - General Functions Committee - Staff matters and 
conditions of service. Restructures which have major implications including 
restructures which could potentially lead to compulsory redundancies, 
changes to contracts of employment and proposals involving major changes 
in working practices and location of employees must be submitted to General 
Functions Committee for approval. 

 
9 BACKGROUND INFORMATION  
 
9.1 ELECTORAL REVIEW 
 
9.2  Following the Parliamentary and Local election on 6 May 2010, in accordance 

with Electoral Commission good practice, a review of the preparations for and 
operation of the elections in Barnet was commissioned by the (Acting) 
Returning Officer.  
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9.3 The terms of reference for the review were:  
 To identify the lessons learnt from the way that the Council dealt with the local 

and general elections, including:  
 The preparations for the election, including the planning, the issue of postal 

votes, poling cards and proxy votes;  
 The operation of polling stations; 
 The counting of votes; and 
 To identify actions to be taken to improve the process in future, and to ensure 

that processes are in place to ensure actions are effectively embedded. 
 
9.4  In total:  

 26 complaints were received from the public.  
 20 election agents or candidates (some candidates acted as their own agent) 

were contacted of whom 7 provided feedback.  
 60 people working on the election at polling stations, on the count or in other 

organisational capacities provided feedback. The majority of these were count 
and polling station staff and provided feedback of a general nature (for 
instance on the effectiveness of facilities available to do the job required).  

 The Hendon Labour Party compiled a dossier of 91 complaints and comments 
about the election process.   

 
9.5  The Elections Review found the 6 May election was managed well overall.  

Levels of voter registration were at a record high, so more people were 
potentially enfranchised than ever before.  However, a small number of 
people experienced problems, which in a small number of cases resulted in 
them not being able to vote. 

 
9.6  While the number of people who experienced problems was very small, the 

ability to vote is an important right and any mistake which removes this is to 
be highly regretted. 

 
 
 
Key recommendations 
 
9.7   The elections review made the following key recommendations: 

 The appointment of an experienced elections manager should be considered 
prior to the next large-scale election;  

 An ‘elections book’ should be created to ensure systematic learning of 
lessons from one election to the next;  

 A review of polling districts and the location of polling stations should be 
carried out.  

 
9.8  A full list of recommendations are set out at the end of this report. 
 
Preparations for the election; including the planning, the issue of postal votes, 
poling cards and proxy votes 
 

 165



9.9 Following on from the usual registration process, the register of electors was 
published on 1 December 2009. It is a statutory requirement for the register to 
be published on this date each year. However, the register is subject to “in 
year” updates on the first of each month. Those entitled to be included on the 
electoral register can apply up to 11 working days before the election to be 
added to the register. The effective date for this for the elections held on 6 
May 2010 was 20 April 2010. Extensive “canvassing” took place during 
2009/10 to bring the proportion of households in Barnet who had returned 
their completed registration forms to the highest level ever of over 97%. 

 
9.10 The core elections team consisted of three people. A project manager was 

also in place, but carried out the role in addition to her day job until a few 
weeks before the election at which point it become a full time role. There was 
no experienced election manager, though there was a Lead Project Officer 
manager (covering the same tasks). The team worked to a project plan.  

 
9.11 Around two weeks before polling day the number of people working directly 

on the election was increased, in response to concerns about whether the 
arrangements in place were fully robust. An additional project manager was 
brought in, alongside other additional resource, and the Director of Corporate 
Governance was asked to oversee arrangements full time.  

 
9.12  Poll Cards 

18 complaints were received regarding poll cards, which represents 0.004% 
of the total number of poll cards issued. There was not deemed to be a 
systematic problem with the printing or issue of poll cards. In an exercise of 
this scale, it is not surprising – albeit nonetheless regrettable - that a small 
number people encountered problems.  

 
9.13  Proxy Votes 
 The main issue with proxy votes was that a number (around 95) of voting 

cards were issued with the wrong names on them. They were proof read by 
the election team, but via electronic pdf files rather than hard copies so the 
mistake was not obvious. The cards were wrongly printed by the external 
printers, so that pairs of voters had their proxies transposed.  The mistake 
was spotted quickly thereafter and those proxy votes wrongly printed were re-
issued.  

 
9.14 This process did not work as well as it should have done. Having a more 

effective project plan in place would have helped ensure that a clear process 
for checking proofs was in place which would have provided greater certainty 
that these arrangements were appropriate.  

 
9.15 Postal Ballot Papers 

Postal ballot papers generated a number of complaints. The main source of 
complaint was that postal ballot papers were received late or not at all.  

  
9.16 Problems with postal ballots appeared to arise for three reasons: 

 The close of nominations for candidates for Parliamentary elections is only 11 
working days before polling day.  
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 The (external) printers were not able to meet the deadline they had agreed for 
the printing of postal ballot papers.  

 There was no formal written contract in place with the print company, which 
meant there was insufficient clarity in respect of specific service requirements 
– in particular around deadlines.  

 
9.17  The project plan should have taken account of the possibility that the postal 

votes would be delayed. Clearer contractual arrangements should have been 
in place with the print company to identify the service standards that were 
expected in respect of postal votes, and to provide for a plan in case of 
slippage. The print contract should have been let and managed through 
central arrangements. 

 
The operation of polling stations 
 
9.18 160 polling stations were operated across the Borough at 90 different venues 

in a variety of different settings. The substantial majority of polling stations 
served an average of 1,100 – 1,500 voters, with the smallest number at any 
polling station being 392 and the largest at any polling station being 2121. 
Electoral Commission guidance suggests a polling district should contain no 
more than 2,500 voters. 

 
9.19 Staffing ratios for Polling stations are recommended by the Electoral 

Commission, but Returning Officers are free to decide what the precise 
staffing arrangements are. In practice the processes that need to be followed 
restrict the number of staff that can usefully be employed within a single 
polling station. To ensure probity in the election, only one copy of the electoral 
register (or registers where there is more than one type of election) is used in 
each polling station, and as voters are given a ballot paper they are crossed 
off the electoral register. This is usually the cause of any ‘bottleneck’ in the 
polling station. Multiple polling stations located in the same venue will operate 
on the same basis but the number of electoral registers will equate to the 
number of stations. 

 
9.20 There were a small number of portakabins where there were no other suitable 

and available premises within the polling districts. Prior to Polling Day, 
Disability Action in the borough of Barnet (Barnet’s local disability 
infrastructure support organisation)  were consulted on access arrangements 
to polling stations and a representative of the organisation visited a number of 
locations. No complaints to the council were received about disabled access 
arrangements. 2 complaints were received by the council about polling station 
operation, and 2 complaints were forwarded by Hendon Labour party about 
overall organisation.  

 
9.21 There was some feedback from polling station staff that some polling station 

equipment – largely polling booths - was faulty. Polling booths should be 
inspected well before the next election to ensure they are fit for purpose.  

 
9.22 All polling stations opened on time. The vast majority were clearly signed, 

though in one case polling station staff put clearer signage up during the day 

 167



in response to a concern that it was not clear enough. The location of one 
polling station was wrongly printed on polling cards, though this does not 
appear to have prevented anyone from voting.  

 
9.23 Eight complaints about queues at polling stations were forwarded by Hendon 

Labour Party. Although the proportion of complaints to overall votes was very 
small, there was a background of concern about length of queues across the 
country. 

 
9.24 Particular problems appear to have arisen at two polling stations – Dollis 

Infants School and the Algernon Road multi-cultural centre. Complainants to 
the Hendon Labour Party reported queues at both polling stations. The 
Presiding Officers of both polling stations back this up. At Dollis Infants 
School, the Presiding Officer reported that he turned 12-14 voters away at 
10pm who had been in the queue before 10pm. Other witnesses suggest that 
this number may have been higher (perhaps 30-40), though had not counted. 

 
 
The counting of votes 
 
9.25 Postal Vote Verification 

Postal votes must be verified to check that that are legitimate before they are 
counted alongside votes cast at polling stations.  

 
 
9.26 These arrangements appear to have worked well until the night of the polls. At 

this point the officer overseeing this process moved to other election-related 
duties leaving a small team to complete the scanning process and ensure any 
‘doubtful’ votes were dealt with correctly.  Although this in no way affected the 
accuracy of the count, it contributed to a significant hold up in completing 
overall verification. 

 
9.27 Counting the votes 

Counting the votes was a significant logistical exercise. 672 staff were 
involved in counting the two elections. It had been intended that the 
Parliamentary election would be completed overnight, with an anticipated 
completion time (including clearing up after the count and preparing the room 
for the next count) of around 5am, with local elections counted from 10am the 
next day.  
 

9.28 Taken in their entirety, the count arrangements delivered an accurate count 
that delivered results ahead of most other London counts. The processes 
were transparent and there was good access for observers.   Some 
improvements could be made. 
 

 
9.29 The verification of all votes took significantly longer than expected which, 

alongside 2 recounts for the Hendon, meant that the final Parliamentary result 
was not announced until around 9.30am. Consequently the count of the local 
elections within the Hendon Constituency started around half an hour late. 
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9.30 A number of staff worked through from the opening of polls on Thursday 

morning to the announcement of the final count of the local elections. Some 
elements of the process took longer than they would otherwise have done and 
minor mistakes were made – for instance in compiling paperwork. None of 
these issues had any impact on the overall outcome of the election.  

 
9.31 There were some logistical issues in getting ballot boxes to counts, because 

the previously agreed process was changed whilst caused a delay in 
counting..  

 
9.32 The recounts for the Hendon Constituency produced a very similar result each 

time, suggesting high levels of accuracy. However, a recount in the local 
elections in Coppetts Ward ‘found’ an additional hundred votes. It has been 
suggested that if staff had followed the correct procedure for counting and 
recording bundles of votes this would have been avoided. It is vitally important 
that staff ensure that they follow the specified process for recording votes 
which would probably have avoided this error.  

 
9.33 The fine detail of the processes around the final stages of the count process 

were not sufficiently closely followed which meant that errors started to creep 
in as the impact of people’s lack of sleep was increasingly felt (for instance 
pieces of paper were mislaid and it took a long time to find them). This would 
have been mitigated by having all the processes closely referred to, but was 
to a certain extent inevitable in the circumstances.  

 
 
Recommendations 
9.34 To improve the process overall, the Election Review 2010 made the following 

recommendations: 
 

 There should be an elections ‘book’ to pick up lessons learned from one 
election to the next, and which can be picked up to inform any member of a 
future elections team what needs to be done. 

 
 Consider future recruitment of an experienced elections manager 

 
 Put in place a more detailed project plan for next election, with clearer 

contingency arrangements. This should use the Electoral Commission 
template that has been produced, supplemented as necessary to take 
account of Barnet specific circumstances and the findings of this report. 

 
 Review polling districts and the location of poll stations within them to ensure 

an appropriate number of electors are within each district 
 

 Write to the appropriate body to support the Electoral Commission findings in 
respect of the timetable for Parliamentary elections and the arrangements to 
enable overseas voters and service personnel to vote 
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 Communications campaign to encourage voters to vote early in the day and 
avoid delays. 

 
 Procurement arrangements for next election should all use central 

arrangements (including written contracts with clear levels of service) 
 

 A review of STRAND (the elections IT system) should be conducted 
 

 Staffing arrangements, HR recruitment of count staff for large elections in 
future, role of DROs and precise arrangements for agents briefing meeting 
should all be covered in the elections book and reviewed by the 
elections/deputy elections manager closer to the time of the next election 

 
10. LIST OF BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 
10.1 Elections Review 19/08/10  
 
 
 
Legal:PL 
CFO: AT 
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APPENDIX 1 
Elections Review 
 
Introduction 
 
1. Following the Parliamentary and Local election on 6 May, in accordance with 

Electoral Commission good practice, a review of the preparations for and 
operation of the elections in Barnet was commissioned by the (Acting) Returning 
Officer. 

 
2. The terms of reference for the review were: 
 
 To identify the lessons learnt from the way that the Council dealt with the local 

and general elections, including: 
 
 The preparations for the election, including the planning, the issue of postal 

votes, poling cards and proxy votes; 
 
 The operation of polling stations; and 
 
 The counting of votes. 
 
 To identify actions to be taken to improve the process in future, and to ensure 

that processes are in place to ensure actions are effectively embedded. 
 
3. The review was conducted by the Assistant Chief Executive (ACE) (Zina 

Etheridge).  The ACE was chosen because she was not a Deputy Returning 
Officer (DRO) and played only a limited role in the preparations for the election 
and it was therefore felt that she could bring a fresh and independent perspective 
to the review. 

 
Methodology 
 
4. A number of sources of material have been used to develop this review and its 

conclusions.  These include: 
 
 Statutory requirements and other guidance from the Electoral Commission 
 
 The Electoral Commission’s interim report on the conduct of the election 
 
 Feedback from those working on the election, in the election preparations, at 

polling stations, and involved in the count – provided in written feedback and 
through face to face interviews. 

 
 Written comments/complaints about the election, including a dossier compiled by 

the Hendon Labour Party. 
 
 Telephone conversations with and written feedback from election agents. 
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5. In total: 
 
 26 complaints were received from the public. 
 
 20 election agents or candidates (some candidates acted as their own agent) 

were contacted of whom 7 provided feedback.  
 
 60 people working on the election at polling stations, on the count or in other 

organisational capacities provided feedback.  The majority of these were count 
and polling station staff and provided feedback of a general nature (for instance 
on the effectiveness of facilities available to do the job required). 

 
 The Hendon Labour Party compiled a dossier of 91 complaints and comments 

about the election process.   
 
Summary  
 
6. Overall the election was managed well.  Voter registration was at a record level 

and the great majority of voters were able to exercise their right to vote with no 
inconvenience.  The process was open and transparent and enabled agents and 
candidates to exercise their right to scrutinise proceedings.  Administering a 
combined election was a very substantial exercise which was largely conducted 
effectively. 

 
7. However, a small number of people experienced problems, and in a very small 

number of cases this resulted in them not being able to vote.  The most 
significant issue was the late or non-delivery of postal votes.  People also 
experienced queues at some poll stations – predominately in the evening, and in 
one polling station potential voters were turned away at 10pm. In some of these 
cases, improved administration by the Council would have prevented this, though 
not in others.  Whilst this is clearly an issue for concern, there is no evidence that 
this had an impact on the outcome in either the parliamentary or local elections.   

 
8. As with any exercise of this scale, improvements can be made for the future.  In 

some cases, these are outside the control of the (Acting) Returning Officer 
because they hinge on nationally set procedures (for instance, the short 
timescale between the close of nominations for Parliamentary candidates and 
polling day).  Key recommendations to be implemented locally are: 

 
 The appointment of an elections manager should be considered prior to the next 

large-scale election; 
 An ‘elections book’ should be created to ensure systematic learning of lessons 

from one election to the next; 
 A review of polling districts and the location of polling stations should be carried 

out. 
 
9. A full set of recommendations are set out at the end of this report.   
 
Election processes 
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10. It is important to understand the processes that must be followed around 
elections as these set the context for the issues raised in relation to the elections 
held on 6 May 2010. 

 
11. In order to vote, a member of the public must be eligible for and registered on the 

electoral register.  The registration process is conducted by the local authority 
and is organised on the basis of electoral areas. This registration must, 
statutorily, happen every year.  This means that people sometimes believe that 
they are on the register and thus able to vote, but have in practice been on the 
register in previous years and not renewed the registration. 

 
Illustrative case study 
 
A young woman complained because she had tried to vote and had been told she 
was not on the electoral register.  She gave the address at which she should have 
been registered as her parents’ address.  On investigation it was found that her 
parents had re-registered themselves onto the electoral register and said that their 
daughter was no longer living at that address and so should be removed from the 
register at that address. 
 
12. Following on from the usual registration process, the register of electors was 

published on 1 December 2009. It is a statutory requirement for the register to be 
published on this date each year. However, the register is subject to “in year” 
updates on the first of each month. Those entitled to be included on the electoral 
register can apply up to 11 working days before the election to be added to the 
register. The effective date for this for the elections held on 6 May 2010 was 20 
April 2010. Extensive “canvassing” took place during 2009/10 to bring the 
proportion of households in Barnet who had returned their completed registration 
forms to the highest level ever of over 97%.  

 
13. Polling cards are dispatched to all those on the electoral register.  Voters do not 

need their card to vote if they are on the register, and conversely the card does 
not entitle them to vote if they are not on the register (for instance if polling cards 
have been sent out before the final updating of the register (to reflect recently 
notified changes) has occurred meaning that those registered previously, but not 
in the register current at the time of election may receive a card).  There are 
separate electoral registers for different type of elections as there are different 
eligibility criteria – for instance other EU nationals are eligible to vote in local 
elections provided they have been resident in the UK for a certain period of time, 
but only British, “qualifying” Commonwealth and Irish citizens can vote in 
Parliamentary elections.   

 
14. Postal votes and proxy votes cannot be sent out before the nomination of 

candidates closes.  The number of days between the close of nominations and 
polling day is set in legislation.  For the Parliamentary elections, this amounted to 
only 11 working days.  This means there is only 17 days for postal votes to be 
printed, dispatched and returned. 

 
15. It is the duty of each London Borough Council to divide their area into polling 

districts and to designate polling stations and to keep these arrangements under 
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16. Staffing ratios for Polling stations are recommended by the Electoral 

Commission, but Returning Officers are free to decide what the precise staffing 
arrangements are.  In practice the processes that need to be followed restrict the 
number of staff that can usefully be employed within a single polling station.  To 
ensure probity in the election, only one copy of the electoral register (or registers 
where there is more than one type of election)  is used in each polling station, 
and as voters are given a ballot paper they are crossed off the electoral register.  
This is usually the cause of any ‘bottleneck’ in the polling station.  Multiple polling 
stations located in the same venue will operate of the same basis but the number 
of electoral registers will equate to the number of stations. 

 
Extract from Electoral Commission Handbook for Polling Station Staff 
 
(P12) In a polling station with a Presiding officer and only one Polling Clerk, one 
person should be responsible for the register of electors and the ballot papers and 
the other should be responsible for ensuring that the elector number is entered 
correctly in the corresponding number list……(P13) If there are two poll clerks, the 
Presiding Officer may wish to oversee the process, dealing with electors and any 
special circumstances…(P15)The Poll Clerk (or Presiding Officer) with the ballot 
papers must: 
 
 allocate the ballot papers 
 ensure that the ballot papers bear the unique mark identifying mark and the 

official mark 
 fold the ballot papers, then hand them to the voter unfolded so that they can see 

all of the candidates on the papers 
 
The poll Clerk (or Presiding Officer) with the corresponding number list must write 
the elector’s elector number against the numbers of the ballot papers being issued 
on the corresponding number list. 
 
 
Findings 
 
The preparations for the elections 
 
Voter registration 
 
17. The campaign to ensure high levels of voter registration was very successful.  A 

record registration rate of over 97% was achieved.  This meant that more electors 
than ever before were able to exercise their right to vote.   

 
18. The Council’s corporate target for vote registration in the corporate plan this year 

is to achieve a registration rate of 91%.  Given that 97% was achieved, this target 
should be reviewed, bearing in mind that additional resource is required to 
sustain these high levels as evidence to date shows that around a third of 
households will only complete and return registration forms if visited by 
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19. The report at Annex 1 gives more detail of the processes that were followed and 

outcomes achieved. 
 
Candidate nomination, and information for candidates and agents 
 
20. In general these arrangements appear to have worked well.  The advice and 

assistance provided by the Lead Project Officer in particular was praised by a 
number of election agents.  The briefing meeting held by the (Acting) Returning 
Officer was felt to be helpful.  The only improvement suggested was for 
candidates to be provided with a map of the borough including ward details 
(particularly useful for smaller political parties where agents might be supporting 
a number of candidates across London), and for refreshments to be provided 
during the meeting as some agents (representing smaller parties) said they had 
to travel a long distance to be there. 

 
21. During the election preparations there was a suggestion from the agent of the 

Residents Association of Barnet that a candidate had been improperly excluded 
from the process.  Investigation at the time proved this allegation to be 
unfounded, and this was supported by the Electoral Commission.  No complaint 
was received during my review and the election agent for the Residents 
Association of Barnet did not provide any feedback. 

 
22. Agents reported that candidates’ letters were received late. It is not clear why this 

was, though improvements to the project plan next time should resolve the issue. 
 
Postal votes, proxy votes and poll cards 
 
23. The issue of poll cards and postal votes was a significant logistical exercise 

involving the issue of hundreds of thousands of documents.  The number of 
problems that occurred was very small in comparison, but did mean that some 
people encountered significant problems and as a result of these a small number 
of people were unable to vote. 

 
Poll Cards: 
 
24. 233,919 poll cards were issued for the local elections and 215,357 for 

Parliamentary elections.  This meant a total of almost half a million polling cards 
were issued (449,256 in total). 

 
25. 11 complaints about poll cards were received by the council, of which 6 were 

about non-receipt of poll cards, 2 about duplicate cards being received and 3 
about poll cards being received with the wrong name on them. 

 
26. The Hendon Labour Party forwarded to the council comments from 7 people who 

said they had had problems with voter registration. 
 
27. 18 complaints represents 0.004% of the total number of poll cards issued.   
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28. There does not appear to have been any systematic problem with the printing or 

issue of poll cards.  In an exercise of this scale, it is not surprising that a small 
number people encountered problems. 

 
Proxy Votes:  
 
29. 1486 proxy votes were requested.  Two residents complained to the Council that 

they did not receive a proxy vote, and one complained to Hendon Labour Party.   
 
30. However, the main issue with proxy votes was that a number (around 95) of 

voting cards were issued with the wrong names on them. They were proof read 
by the election team, but via electronic pdf files rather than hard copies so the 
mistake was not obvious.  The cards were wrongly printed by the external 
printers, so that pairs of voters had their proxies transposed. So if, for instance, 
Mr A asked for Mrs A to be his proxy, and Mr B asked for Mrs B to be his proxy, 
the cards were printed so that Mr A had Mrs B as his proxy, and Mr B had Mrs A 
as his proxy.  The mistake was not spotted and the cards were sent out by the 
printers. 

 
31. The mistake was spotted quickly thereafter and those proxy votes wrongly printed 

were re-issued.  New processes were put in place to check proofs of all election 
materials being issued by the printers, but these processes meant that the 
election team were spending more time than anticipated on this task and 
consequently working very long hours. 

 
32. This process did not work as well as it should have done.  It is difficult to pinpoint 

one thing which caused the problem or could have been done differently.  A more 
experienced elections team might have helped.  Having a more effective project 
plan in place would have helped ensure that a clear process for checking proofs 
was in place which would have provided greater certainty that these 
arrangements were appropriate.  This would have enabled the team to continue 
to focus on the important issues rather than being diverted to high levels of 
quality checking. 

 
Postal Ballot papers:  
 
33. Postal vote requests were at a record high with a total of 85,637 ballot papers 

issued (which break down into 44,030 for the local elections and 41,607 for the 
Parliamentary elections).  62,114 were returned in total (a return rate of 72% for 
the local elections and 73% for the parliamentary elections).   

 
34. Postal ballot papers generated a number of complaints.  The main source of 

complaint was that postal ballot papers were received late or not at all – 
complaints to the council cited 26 instances of non–receipt and 2 of late delivery.  
The Labour Party have forwarded a number of comments relating to postal votes, 
as set out in the following table: 

 
Didn’t receive a 
postal vote but 

Received postal 
vote late, unclear if 

Did vote but 
had some 

Unable to vote 
because of a 
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not clear if they 
voted 

voted  form of 
problem with 
postal vote 
(either other or 
unclear)  

postal vote 
problem  

6 4 7 15 
 
 
35. These problems meant that some people were unable to vote as they had 

requested postal ballot papers because they would be away, whilst others then 
tried to vote in person but were unable to because a postal ballot paper had been 
issued. 

 
36. There were some concerns that the arrangements for lost or non-received postal 

ballot papers to be replaced were not good enough. Some voters were reassured 
that they would be receiving their votes and did not, whereas if they had been 
told there were problems they could have made alternative arrangements. 

 
37. The problems appear to have arisen for three reasons: 
 
 The close of nominations for candidates for Parliamentary elections is only 11 

working days before polling day.  Consequently, even if everything works 
completely smoothly, there is very little time to get postal ballot papers out in 
good time for them to be returned – particularly to voters living overseas.   

 
 The (external) printers were not able to meet the deadline they had agreed for the 

printing of postal ballot papers.  They had committed to having all votes ready for 
dispatch on Monday 26 April. The bulk of postal ballot papers that had originally 
been requested were sent out by 28 April 2010.  Postal ballot papers that were 
requested late in the process were sent out on 29 and 30 April 2010.  There was 
some suggestion that the earlier problem with proxy votes, and a 
misunderstanding about the capitalisation required on proxy votes meaning that a 
number had to be reprinted delayed the printing of the postal votes, though the 
numbers were small.   

 
38. There was no formal written contract in place with the print company, which 

meant there was insufficient clarity in respect of specific service requirements – in 
particular around deadlines.  The contract was not procured through the Councils’ 
central print contact or procurement arrangement.  There was a perception by 
some of those involved that the print company took on too much work in the run 
up to the election, meaning they had little scope for delivering the requirements 
against all their election contracts and other commitments if there was any 
slippage in any of them.  The external printers felt that the degree of checking by 
Council officers introduced an element they had not anticipated and caused 
delay, although examination of the timelines did not show this to have been a 
significant impediment to the process. 

 
39. It has been suggested that a significant number of postal ballot papers were ‘lying 

around’ in Council offices on Friday 30 April.  This was not the case.  Most of the 
late applications for postal ballots were sent out from the external printers to 
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40. The same contingency arrangements as had previously been used for the re-

issue of postal ballot papers that were lost or delayed in the post, or accidentally 
destroyed were used.  These were that any voters affected in this way should 
come to the Council’s office to collect a replacement.  There was some complaint 
that there was no process for re-issuing votes after 5pm on polling day.  This was 
because this is the statutory deadline for re-issuing postal ballot papers and 
therefore outside the Returning Officer’s control. 

 
41. In retrospect it is clear that the project plan should have taken account of the 

possibility that the postal votes would be delayed.  Clearer contractual 
arrangements should have been in place with the print company to identify the 
service standards that were expected in respect of postal votes, and to provide 
for a plan in case of slippage.  The print contract should have been let and 
managed through central arrangements. 

 
Postal vote verification 
 
42. Postal votes must be verified to check that that are legitimate before they are 

counted alongside votes cast at polling stations.  Postal votes were stored 
securely in North London Business Park, scanned and verified.  An observer from 
the Electoral Commission visited and commended the arrangements.  Election 
agents and candidates were also able to visit.  

 
43. These arrangements appear to have worked well until the night of the polls.  At 

this point the officer overseeing this process moved to other election-related 
duties leaving a small team to complete the scanning process and ensure any 
‘doubtful’ votes were dealt with correctly.  The process did not work smoothly 
from this point forwards and a number of delays occurred in completing postal 
ballot paper scanning and verification. Although this in no way affected the 
accuracy of the count, it contributed to a significant hold up in completing overall 
verification. 

 
Polling day and the counts 
 
Polling stations 
 
44. 160 polling stations were operated across the Borough at 90 different venues in a 

variety of different settings. The substantial majority of polling stations served an 
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45. There were a small number of portakabins where there were no other suitable 

and available premises within the polling districts.  Prior to Polling Day, DABB 
were consulted on access arrangements to polling stations and a representative 
of the organisation visited a number of locations.  No complaints to the council 
were received about disabled access arrangements.  2 complaints were received 
by the council about polling station operation, and 2 complaints were forwarded 
by Hendon Labour party about overall organisation.   

 
46. There was some feedback from polling station staff that some polling station 

equipment – largely poling booths - was faulty.  Polling booths should be 
inspected well before the next election to ensure they are fit for purpose.   

 
Opening and signage 
 
47. All polling stations opened on time.  The vast majority were clearly signed, though 

in one case polling station staff put clearer signage up during the day in response 
to a concern that it was not clear enough.  The location of one polling station was 
wrongly printed on polling cards, though this does not appear to have prevented 
anyone from voting.   

 
Staff 
 
48. Training received by Presiding Officers and polling clerks was perceived to have 

been effective.  Sufficient staff were recruited, in good time, and many of these 
had worked in polling stations before.  Effective arrangements were in place to 
track the performance of staff in polling stations, so that their performance at this 
election could be taken into account in deciding whether to re-employ them at 
future elections. 

 
Tellers 
 
49. Tellers had previously been instructed to only ask for voters’ registration numbers 

on the way out of the polling station.  This instruction was not given at this 
election.  At a number of polling stations it is clear that tellers behaved 
appropriately and in no way disrupted the smooth operation of the election.  
However, there were a number of instances where tellers behaved 
inappropriately, stationing themselves inside the polling station and in at least 
one polling station, taking voters numbers on their way into the polling station and 
creating queues.  Some Presiding Officers had to instruct tellers to move a 
number of times.  Some tellers were rude and had to be told repeatedly to move 
or desist from certain behaviours. 

 
50. Clear advice to tellers about what behaviour will not be tolerated should be 

provided in future.  Presiding Officers should be given clear documentation to 
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Queues and close of polls 
 
51. Eight complaints about queues at polling stations were forwarded by Hendon 

Labour Party.  Although the proportion of complaints to overall votes was very 
small, there was a background of concern about length of queues across the 
country.  Turnout was not particularly high overall, although it must be 
remembered that this was the first time local and Parliamentary elections had 
been run in Barnet.  The main issue appears to have been the pattern of voting, 
with large numbers of people choosing to vote after about 8.30pm.  Although it is 
not surprising that this was a busier time of day, the scale of additional demand at 
this point in the day appears to have been unprecedented.  It meant that the last 
hour and a half of voting were particularly busy.  This may have been partly 
stimulated by efforts by local party organisers to get their voters out.  I have 
separately asked the Electoral Commission if they are intending to carry out any 
work to look at whether this was a general issue across the country and whether 
they have any recommendations to offer on how to deal with it. 

 
52. It has been suggested that the number of staff in each polling station should be 

increased.  In fact there is little practical scope for this, given the requirements for 
a precise order of actions relating to the electoral register and to ballot papers 
(see excerpt from Electoral Commission Handbook for polling station staff).  The 
staffing level across the borough was above the Government’s and the Electoral 
Commission’s recommendations.   

 
53. Particular problems appear to have arisen at two polling stations – Dollis Infants 

School and the Algernon Road multi-cultural centre. Complainants to the Hendon 
Labour Party reported queues at both polling stations.  The Presiding Officers of 
both polling stations back this up.  At Dollis Infants School, the Presiding Officer 
reported that he turned 12-14 voters away at 10pm who had been in the queue 
before 10pm.  Other witnesses suggest that this number may have been higher 
(perhaps 30-40), though had not counted.  The Presiding Officer at Algernon 
Road did not turn any voters away. 

 
54. Several complainants to Hendon Labour Party report that some people left polling 

station queues because they did not wish to wait, though there have been no 
direct complaints from any of these people.   

 
55. It is inevitable that there will be queuing at poll stations at some points in the day.  

Many polling stations reported that they were very quiet during the day but 
experienced queues in the evening.  Where there were queues, some Presiding 
Officers appear to have been more proactive in managing queues than others.  
There was a suggestion in early comments by the Labour Party candidate in 
Hendon that Presiding Officers told people in queues not to bother waiting as 
they would not be able to vote.  I have received no complaints about this, and 
have seen no evidence to prove that this happens.  Presiding Officers deny that 
this occurred. 
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56. In one polling station, the Presiding Officer locked the doors at 10pm and allowed 
everyone inside to vote.  The regulations require that votes may only be counted 
if someone has been issued with a vote by 10pm.  Clearer guidance on this 
should have been provided when the Presiding Officer logged a call with the call 
centre. 

 
57. It is clear that some people were unable to vote even though they had arrived 

before 10pm.  Clearly that is extremely unfortunate.  However, the scale of the 
issue must be remembered – even if double the number of voters as reported by 
the Presiding Officer at Dollis Infants were turned away and assuming they would 
all have cast both local and parliamentary votes, this would only have accounted 
for 0.007% of the total votes cast.  These votes would not have been enough to 
change the results of any of the contests. 

 
58. However, given the concerns about the operation of these polling stations, and 

some general comments about queues, and from one of the agents about the 
location of some polling stations within the polling district, there should be a 
review of polling districts to ensure that there is an appropriate balance between 
them.  This should look at whether they are appropriately sited within the polling 
district, sufficiently accessible and have an appropriate number of electors.  It 
should be noted that the last review was held in 2007, with the next scheduled 
review to take place in 2011 in any case. 

 
59. Overall, it is not clear why queuing at polling stations should have been a 

particular issue at this election.  It may be that the pattern of voting has changed 
slightly, with more people voting in the evening than previously.  Whatever the 
reason, there would be merit in encouraging people to vote earlier in the day next 
time.  The Local Authority has a duty to encourage people to vote and therefore 
runs a communication campaign about this.  This should also encourage people 
to vote earlier in the day for the next election where significant turnout is 
expected. 

 
Counts 
 
60. Counting the votes was a significant logistical exercise.  672 staff were involved 

in counting the two elections.  It had been intended that the Parliamentary 
election would be completed overnight, with an anticipated completion time 
(including clearing up after the count etc) of around 5am, with local elections 
counted from 10am the next day.  In practice, the verification of all votes took 
significantly longer than expected which, alongside 2 recounts for the Hendon, 
meant that the final Parliamentary result was not announced until around 9.30am.  
Consequently the count of the local elections within the Hendon Constituency 
started around half an hour late.  A number of staff worked through from the 
opening of polls on Thursday morning to the announcement of the final count of 
the local elections.  Although all had at least a short break, many people were 
very tired.  Consequently, some elements of the process took longer than they 
would otherwise have done and minor mistakes were made – for instance in 
compiling paperwork.  None of these issues had any impact on the overall 
outcome of the election. 
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61. Arrangements for access to the counts by agents and candidates worked well.   
 
62. Many staff provided feedback about their experiences during the counts.  The key 

pieces of feedback were: 
 
 Staff felt privileged to be part of the democratic process, and appreciated that 

they played a valuable role; 
 
 There was not enough information for staff before the count about how it would 

work, and in particular what arrangements for breaks and refreshments would be; 
 
 Staff on the Parliamentary count had not expected it to take as long as it did, and 

had not made all the arrangements required for staying into the next working day 
(eg childcare); 

 
 The marquees did not work well – and the Hendon marquee in particular was 

largely very cold (except when staff were sitting in front of heaters, when it was 
too hot); 

 
 There were too many staff per table – 6 would have sufficed, rather than 8, and 

having more staff did not make the count happen quicker as they got in each 
others’ way; 

 
 There were more security staff than required (the Police have also indicated that 

they would provide a lower level of staffing on future occasions).  
 
63. Feedback from others involved also suggested that there should in future be 

greater clarity about what staff would need to be able to do in counts and ensure 
they were able to do this.  There should have been a process to formally capture 
feedback from table staff and DROs about the performance of table supervisors 
(in line with the process for polling stations).  Understandably, recruitment of 
polling station staff was prioritised over count staff, which was therefore carried 
out towards the end of the process.  This was a significant logistical task which 
would probably have been handled more efficiently through HR. 

 
64. There were some significant delays to the process, both in getting ballot boxes to 

counts, and in verifying votes.  The former problem seems to have derived from 
the process that had previously been agreed for this not being followed.  Ballot 
boxes delivered to the Hendon Constituency count ‘went missing’ for some time 
(although they were, in fact, in the count venue) because there had not been a 
clear handover of responsibility for them.   

 
65. The recounts for the Hendon Constituency produced a very similar result each 

time, suggesting high levels of accuracy.  However, a recount in the local 
elections in Coppetts Ward ‘found’ an additional hundred votes.  It has been 
suggested that if staff had followed the correct procedure for counting and 
recording bundles of votes this would have been avoided. It is vitally important 
that staff ensure that they follow the specified process for recording votes which 
would probably have avoided this error. 
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66. The processes around the final stages of the count process were not sufficiently 
closely followed which meant that errors started to creep in as the impact of 
people’s lack of sleep was increasingly felt (for instance pieces of paper were 
mislaid and it took a long time to find them).  This would have been mitigated by 
having all the processes clearly laid out and closely referred to. 

 
67. DROs were closely involved in the count process.  Although no mistakes were 

made, their role should be reviewed as its not clear that they were best placed to 
handle all of the tasks required of them (for instance the completion of 
paperwork).  DROs reported that the system of runners did not work well and 
should be amended. 

 
68. Taken in their entirety, the count arrangements delivered an accurate count that 

delivered results ahead of most other London counts.  The processes were 
transparent and there was good access for observers.  The arrangements for the 
announcements of the results worked well.  However, the project planning had 
not been robust enough to deal with the significance of the scale of the challenge 
of the count, and the lack of an experienced election manager meant many things 
took significantly longer than they should have. 

 
Behind the scenes arrangements  
 
Team and project planning 
 
69. The core elections team consisted of three people, with others providing further 

resource closer to the election.  A project manager was also in place, but carried 
out the role in addition to her day job until a few weeks before the election at 
which point it become a full time role.  There was no experienced election 
manager, though there was a Lead Project Officer manager (covering the same 
tasks).  The team worked to a project plan.  Around two weeks before polling day, 
a decision was made to increase the number of people working directly on the 
election, in response to concerns about whether the arrangements in place were 
fully robust.  An additional project manager was brought in, alongside other 
additional resource, and the Director of Corporate Governance was asked to 
oversee arrangements full time.   

 
70. There were many strengths in the behind the scenes processes.  The Electoral 

Commission have commented on some of these – in particular the dedicated 
election call centre which enabled the core elections team to focus on the 
business of running the election. 

 
71. The team lacked the deep expertise of election process and regulations that 

some other councils benefit from as a result of having an experienced election 
manager. It is difficult to recruit experienced and effective election managers 
because of the relatively limited supply and the fact that councils tend to hold on 
to them.  In retrospect, given the scale of the challenge of holding two elections 
on the same day, it would have been advisable to seek to appoint an elections 
manager.  However, there is no guarantee that such a person would have been 
found. 
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72. The project plan used by the team gave broad guidelines as to what tasks 
needed to be completed when, but did not contain enough contingency planning 
and should have been more detailed.  A more detailed plan was produced to 
cover the period immediately before polling day. 

 
73. The elections team should use the project plan originally produced and the 

second, more detailed plan, as the basis for an outline project plan for the next 
election. 

 
IT 
 
74. The IT system used for the voter registration and election processes is called 

Strand.  Overall it proved effective.  But there were instances where it worked 
extremely slowly.  Production of reports required everyone to stop using the 
system which created logistical difficulties and there is some suggestion that the 
system created some errors. 

 
75. It was recommended that there was a system review after the European 

elections, but this was not carried out.  A review should now be completed of 
whether the system appropriately meets current and future user requirements.  
This should be led from IS. 

 
Budget, procurement and contract management  
 
76. Funding for local authorities to run elections is provided by the Ministry of Justice 

according to a formula and strict criteria about what the funding can be spent on.  
Barnet spent more than was covered by the funding received from the Ministry of 
Justice.  The budget is set out below: 

 
 
COST TYPE AMOUNT 
Non Staff Costs £371,321.13 
Staff Costs - Thursday £266,891.23 
Staff Costs - Friday £53,179.70 
Other Staff Costs £168,721.25 
    
TOTAL £860,113.31 

FUNDING AMOUNT 
Local £450,000.00 
Parliamentary £366,924.00 
    
TOTAL £816,924.00 

FUNDING AMOUNT 
Income £816,924.00 
Expenditure £860,113.31 
    
TOTAL £43,189.30 
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77. Items of major expenditure included: 
 
• Print: £120,000 
• Marquee: £10,000 + £9,000 additional flooring 
• Postage - £120,000 
• Polling stations - £62,000 
 

Not all contracts were let through corporate procurement arrangements, so it is 
possible that better value could have been obtained.  There also appears to have 
been some duplication because of a lack of clarity – for instance two podiums for 
the stage were ordered by different people.  Mistakes in procurement were also 
made – for instance the flooring initially ordered for the marquee proved 
unsuitable from a health and safety perspective and had to be replaced at 
significant additional cost. 

 
78. The project plan did not include proper costings of all items and there does not 

appear to have been an effective sign-off process for all items of expenditure.  
There is no suggestion that there was any improper expenditure, but a clearer 
plan with tighter controls could have resulted in better value for money. 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 

79. Overall the election was effectively run.  The very high levels of voter registration 
meant that a higher proportion of people than ever before were enfranchised.  
The support provided to candidates in the run-up to the election was good 
overall.  There were no problems at the vast majority of polling stations. 

 
80. The disenfranchisement of a small number of voters is extremely unfortunate.  

Whilst the number of people involved was very small, and, on the basis of the 
evidence available, would not have changed any electoral result, the ability to 
vote is an important right and any mistake which removes this is to be highly 
regretted.  In the case of those who did not receive postal votes because they 
were sent out late, this could probably have been avoided in at least some cases.  
It is less clear whether it would have been possible to avoid through advance 
arrangements the disenfranchisement of the potential voters at the Dollis Infants 
School Polling Station who were turned away at 10pm. 

 
81. There are some lessons to learn.  The process overall would have been 

improved with a more detailed project plan which included more robust 
contingency planning, alongside the presence of an experienced election 
manager.  A tighter control should be been imposed on the budget, and 
procurement should have been run centrally.  Overall, there is currently no 
systematic way of learning lessons from one election and transferring them to the 
next. 

 
82. There are a number of recommendations throughout this report.  The three key 

recommendations are: 
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 We should put in place an elections ‘book’ to cover the key aspects of running an 
election in Barnet, including a project plan.  This should not seek to replicate 
Electoral Commission guidance, but should cover all areas of running an election 
not covered there, and everything which is Barnet specific.  This should be put 
together now by the elections team, drawing on those who played a key role 
through the election process and picking up the lessons from this review. 

 
 The (Acting) Returning Officer should give careful consideration to the 

recruitment of an elections manager.  Given the likely difficulties in recruiting, the 
lack of flexibility to pick up other types of work in this kind of person, and the 
budgetary situation, this is likely to be a finely balanced decision. 

 
 The project plan should be improved for the next election (likely to be a national 

referendum in May 2011), and an appropriately qualified project manager should 
work on it, alongside an elections manager or deputy manager. 

 
 A review of polling districts and the location of poll stations within them should be 

conducted; 
 
 The (Acting) Returning Officer should write to the appropriate body supporting the 

recommendations of the Electoral Commision’s review1 in respect of 2 of their 
findings in particular: 

 
 lengthen the timetable for UK Parliamentary elections and bringing key 

deadlines into line with those for other elections; 
 

 improve voting opportunities for service personnel and other overseas 
electors 

 
 At the next election where significant turnout is expected, the communications 

campaign to encourage people to vote should include a focus on encouraging 
people to vote earlier in the day. 

 
83. All the recommendations are covered in the table below, alongside a suggestion 

of who should deliver it. 
 
There should be an elections book to 
pick up lessons learned from one 
election to the next, and which can be 
picked up to inform any member of a 
future elections team what needs to 
be done. 

To be oversee by the Director, 
Corporate Governance.  To be 
completed by December 2010 

Consider future recruitment of an 
elections manager 

In advance of the next large election, 
(A)RO 

Put in place a more detailed project 
plan for next election, with clearer 
contingency arrangements.  This 

Elections team. In line with timing of 
elections book 

                                            
1 Report on the administration of the UK general election 2010, The Electoral Commission, July 2010 
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should use the Electoral Commission 
template that has been produced2 , 
supplemented as necessary to take 
account of Barnet specific 
circumstances and the findings of this 
report. 
Review polling districts and the 
location of poll stations within them to 
ensure an appropriate number of 
electors are within each district 

Director of Corporate Governance, by 
Spring 2011 

Write to the appropriate body to 
support The Electoral Commission 
findings in respect of the timetable for 
Parliamentary elections and the 
arrangements to enable overseas 
voters and service personnel to vote 

(A)RO – by end September 2010 

Communications campaign to 
encourage voters to vote early. 

Head of Communications – in 
advance of next election where 
significant turnout is anticipated. 

Procurement arrangements for next 
election should all use central 
arrangements (incl written contracts 
with clear levels of service) 

Elections/deputy elections manager – 
in run up to next election 

A review of STRAND should be 
conducted 

IS – by February 2011 

Others: 
Staffing arrangements 
HR to handle recruitment of count 
staff for large elections in future 
Role of DROs 
Precise arrangements for agents 
briefing meeting 

 
Should all be covered in the elections 
book and reviewed by the 
elections/deputy elections manager 
closer to the time of the next election 

 
 

 
Zina Etheridge 
Assistant Chief Executive 
19/08/10 
 
 

                                                                                                                                        
2 http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/word_doc/0006/79971/RO-Planning-template-
FINAL.doc. 
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