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1. Executive Summary 
The purpose of this Overview Report is to provide an update on the activities of Barnet’s 
Electoral Services Team throughout 2019 and 2020 (thus far) and to report on Barnet’s delivery 
of the UK Parliamentary general election on 12 December 2019.  The report will highlight the 
continual learning that is taken from each election ‘project’ and used to inform the 
preparations for future elections in the borough.  

In Barnet, all relevant evidence shows that the general election on 12 December 2019 was well 
run, with high turnout from voters, very good levels of satisfaction from staff and high 
confidence in the processes and results being expressed by candidates, electors and other 
stakeholders.  However, despite the successful delivery of the elections, challenges and risks 
were identified that will require continual planning and increasing resources to mitigate ahead 
of future elections.  Among these ongoing challenges are; that increasing numbers of staff 
need to be recruited and trained ahead for borough-wide elections, that securing suitable 
venues for polling and other critical electoral activities remains fragile, difficult and expensive, 
and that the growing volume of the ‘late’ surge of application and absent voting applications 
puts enormous pressure upon the registration element of Electoral Services in the run up to 
statutory election deadlines. 

Although the Annual Electoral Registration Canvass is currently underway (in compliance with 
the new ‘Canvass Reform’ legislation1 brought in by the Government in December 2019), this 
report provides information about the level of registration on Barnet’s Register of Electors for 
2019 (which saw both European Parliamentary elections and the UK Parliamentary election 
being held at short notice) and 2020 so far. 

On 18 September 2020, there were 268,672 electors on the London Borough of Barnet’s 
Register of Electors, however it must be noted that as canvass activities are in progress, there 
are currently a high number of daily movements to this figure.  Since the publication of the 
Annual Register of Electors on 1 December 2018, there has been substantial activity from 
individual citizens registering to vote (or changing voting arrangements) and this has largely 
been driven by the two high-profile elections in 2019.  In addition, as the December 2019 
general election was called during the annual canvass period (the election being confirmed on 
29 October), canvass activities in 2019 concluded early and the publication of the Annual 
Register of Electors was brought forward to 1 November 2019.  There were clear benefits to 
publishing the new register ahead of the election, the most specific being to ensure that 
elector roll numbers on poll cards matched those on polling station registers.  It will however, 
have had a small impact in reducing the number of electors removed from the register, 
compared with canvass activities having continued up until publication on a usual 1 December 
date.   

The full electorate figures at key points since 2015 are shown in Appendix A – but whilst a 
continued rise in the electorate of Barnet is clear, a detailed like for like annual comparison 
cannot properly be made until the publication of the Annual Register of Electors on 1 
December 2020.  Indeed, even at that point, it will be necessary to consider how registration 
levels have been affected by the wider implications of the Covid19 pandemic.  Further 
uncertainty for a future review of the register of electors, will come from the fact that, not only 
is the annual canvass in 2020 the first to be conducted under the Canvass Reform legislation, 
but also that it is still possible that Government and/or public health Covid19 regulations and 
guidance could inhibit or halt the remaining activities of the annual canvass.  

                                            
1 The Representation of the People (Annual Canvass) (Amendment) Regulations 2019 



 
 

 

2. Key Activities of the Electoral Services Team in 2019/20 
The table below provides a high-level timetable of the key registration and election activities 
undertaken by Barnet’s Electoral Services since the publication of the Annual Register of 
Electors in December 2018: 

Period: Description of Activities 

January – March 
2019 

Statutory refresh of Absent Voter Personal Identifiers – Letters and 
Reminders sent to over 13,000 electors with an absent vote in place for 
over 5 years.  Absent Vote arrangements must be cancelled where new 
personal identifiers are not provided. 

Registration Reviews for incomplete elector removals – Registration 
Review letters sent to over 12,000 ‘electors’ giving a time-limited window 
to respond (as single piece of evidence provided that an elector is no 
longer at an address within preceding six-month period) 

March – April 2019 Household Notification Letter sent to all residential properties – HNL 
mailed out over 160,000 properties and individual processing of all 
responses and requests. 

May – June 2019 Registration, EU residents EC6 and postal/proxy vote applications and 
registration processes for 23 May 2019 Euro Elections - Over 26,000 EU 
residents in Barnet were sent an EC6 application form (for eligibility to 
vote in UK at the Euro elections), approx. 5,700 applications to register or 
change voting arrangements.  Approx. 2,200 new postal votes were 
processed and over 8,000 telephone and email enquiries taken by 
Elections Call Centre and Electoral Services team. 

Planning, preparation and delivery of the European Parliamentary 
elections on 23 May 2019 – 42.5% turnout in Barnet on polling day – 
meaning over 97,000 ballot papers counted on Sunday 26 May 2019. 

July – October 
2019 

Planning and management of the statutory Annual ‘Household Enquiry 
Form’ (HEF) canvass – over 160,000 Initial HEFs, 80,000 Reminder HEFs 
and 15,000 Invitations to Register (ITRs) posted out.  Over 20,000 
personal (canvasser) visits to non–responding households throughout the 
borough.  In addition, Care Homes and Middlesex University were 
contacted individually so that details of residents could be provided and 
confirmed. 

Despite having to abruptly end a month early, Electoral Services received 
and processed responses from 79% of households and the canvass 
achieved over 85% completion. 

October – 
December 2019 

 

Registration, postal and proxy vote applications and registration 
processes for 12 December 2019 UK General Election – between 29 Oct 
(when the election was called) and 7 Dec (deadline to register), Barnet’s 
Electoral Services received almost 40,000 applications to register to vote 
(of which over a third were duplicate applications).  Within the same 
period, nearly 10,000 Postal and Proxy voting applications were made – 
with over 6,000 new postal and 3,400 new proxy votes put in place.  



 
 

Planning, preparation and delivery of the UK Parliamentary General 
election on 12 December 2019 – The challenges of delivering the first 
‘winter’ General Election since 1923 were considerable.  In the event, 
turnout in Barnet was 70.4% (vs 67.3% nationally) and means that over 
166,000 electors voted and had their ballot papers counted. 

January – March 
2020 

Statutory refresh of Absent Voter Personal Identifiers - Letters and 
Reminders sent to almost 4,000 electors with an absent vote in place for 
over 5 years.  

Registration Reviews for incomplete elector removals – Registration 
Review letters sent to over 6,000 ‘electors’ giving a time-limited window 
to respond (as single piece of evidence provided that an elector is no 
longer at an address within preceding four-month period) 

March – July 2020 Covid19 – Community Support Hub – from shortly after the national 
‘lockdown’ commenced, the Electoral Services team were redeployed to 
implement and run the Covid19 Community Support Hub.  During this 
period, Electoral Officers (following some rapid and ongoing training), 
along with staff redeployed from Finance, dealt with over 9,000 contacts 
to and from residents that were shielding or identified as vulnerable.  
Whilst critical ‘core’ electoral registration processes were maintained (as 
these could be carried out whilst staff worked from home), it was 
necessary to halt a few ‘in-person’ activities (e.g. those where personal 
visits to council offices would be required). 

June – Sept 2020 Planning and management of the first Annual Household Canvass 
under new ‘Canvass Reform’ legislation – the legislative changes to the 
Annual Canvass are wide-ranging and due to the December elections, for 
a while seemed unlikely to be enacted for the 2020 canvass.  However, 
the first full data-matching exercise between Barnet’s full electoral 
register and central government records (in June 2020) gave Barnet a 
healthy 77% match score.  Consequent of this (and further local data 
matching with Barnet’s own Council Tax records) just under 48,000 
Canvass Communication Letters have been sent out to households across 
Barnet from which a response is required.  Shortly, a further 117,000 
Canvass Communication letters will be sent to households where all 
elector data has matched and a response is only required if there are 
changes we need to be informed about.   

 

Whilst the table above details what Electoral Services are focussing on during the periods 
outlined, regular day to day activities and processes must continue to be delivered for 
individual citizens and residents.  These processes are of considerable importance to the 
individuals involved, especially as in many circumstances it has a bearing on their credit rating, 
pension or tenancy.  The work of Electoral Services to maintain the accuracy and completeness 
of the electoral register in a borough as a populous and diverse as Barnet is understandably, 
always busy.  The following statistics (since the 1 December 2018) highlight the scale of activity 
completed within Electoral Services: 

 53,232 successful applications to join the register of electors (plus an additional review 
and determination of over 13,700 duplicate and failed applications) 



 
 

 42,927 removals/deletions from the register of electors  

 Over 142,000 amendments to Barnet’s Register of Electors (includes; changes to voting 
arrangements, elector name changes, recording of additional contact details and changes 
to electors’ ‘opt-out’ status with regards of the ‘Open’ register etc.) throughout the year. 

 

3. Analysis of Barnet’s Register of Electors  
As has been acknowledged by the Electoral Commission; public interest in the UK’s major 
electoral events, combined with an accessible online registration process, increasingly drives 
high volumes of registration applications to occur just before elections.  It has been true for a 
long time that (high-profile) elections drive people to register, whilst Annual Canvasses are 
better at removing people (those no longer eligible at addresses) from the register, the 
extremely busy period for national elections over the past few years has meant that EROs have 
seen their total electorates fluctuate by relatively large numbers.  The graph below illustrates 
the growth of the Barnet register, based upon milestone dates since the publication of the first 
Individual Electoral Registration (IER) register in December 2014.  

3.1 Full Register totals at annual publication 2015 to 2020 

This graph (shown full size at Appendix A) shows the total number of registered electors at the annual date of 
publication of the Full Register of Electors and at last ‘Notice of Alteration’ before borough-wide elections.  

 
3.2 Snapshot statistics from Barnet’s Electoral Register 

As the Annual Canvass is currently in progress (and is the first under the new Canvass Reform 
legislation), the statistics provided below are likely to be subject to considerable change before 
the formal publication of the Annual Register of Electors (due on 1 December 2020).  

1,589 eligible 16 and 17-year olds (‘attainers’) are currently registered across Barnet and will 
be able to vote as soon as they are 18 - figure was 1,301 on 1 December 2018 published 
register.  

33,560 EU nationals are currently registered to vote in Barnet – 31,131 on 1 December 2018. 



 
 

53,400 electors in Barnet currently have a postal vote and 1,529 have a proxy vote.  The rise in 
these figures over 2018 was driven by the General Election in December 2019 (although many 
electors set up a temporary ‘absent vote’, it is common for electors to become a permanent 
absent voter once they have tried it) – 1 December 2018 figures: Postal Voters = 50,470 and 
Proxy Voters = 1002. 

191,573 electors (71%) are ‘Opted Out’ of appearing on the Open Register (the version of the 
register that can legally be purchased by anyone).  This figure continues to grow as awareness 
of the opt-out option from the Open Register has spread – 67% on 1 December 2018 

2,406 Overseas Electors registered in Barnet.  This number is largely due to the General 
Election in December 2019.  As overseas electors must re-register each year and cannot vote in 
local elections, many ‘fall off’ the register between national elections – 787 on 1 December 
2018. 

 

4. Delivery of the UK Parliamentary General Election 2019 
Following months of high political drama and much Parliamentary uncertainty, on 29 October 
2019, the House of Commons approved a bill that confirmed that a general election would take 
place on 12 December 2019.  A project to deliver the elections across the three Parliamentary 
constituencies in Barnet was immediately initiated. 

4.1 Election Project objectives and methodology: 

The key objectives for any statutory election or referendum held within the borough will be 
similar and are primarily set in law, with further enhancement based upon guidance and 
performance standards from the Electoral Commission.  In Barnet we have these captured as 
follows:   

 All eligible electors can vote, using their preferred voting method and know that their 
vote will be counted in the way that they intended. 

 All statutory and necessary electoral processes are conducted in a consistent, 
professional and transparent manner, complying with legislation and statutory deadlines 
and take heed of relevant Electoral Commission guidance. 

 The elections and subsequent results are delivered through processes that are secure 
and transparent and accepted as such by voters, candidates, staff and observers. 

 The elections are implemented utilising an effective project management approach, 
ensuring that all necessary stakeholders within the organisation are effectively 
communicated with and have confidence in the progress of the project’s activities. 

 All processes are carried out consistently and efficiently and in such a way as to offer best 
possible value and effective use of public money. 

Following the ‘snap’ general election in June 2017 and the European Parliamentary elections 
going ahead at short notice earlier in 2019, it would be fair to say that Barnet’s Elections 
Project team has had good deal of recent experience in delivering high profile elections within 
a limited timeframe.  However, as with any borough-wide election in such a large, populous 
borough, the challenges were not to be underestimated.  In addition, as the first December 
general election since 1923, it was also clear that this election would provide many new and 
unique challenges. 



 
 

Immediate priority was given to creating a full project plan and risk register that contained all 
statutory activities, timetables and deadlines, as well as detailed process planning and resource 
requirements for the multitude of other activities it takes to deliver a borough-wide election.  
The Acting Returning Officer (ARO) quickly convened an Election Project Board that met in full 
for the first time on 4 November 2019 and then at least weekly thereafter.  This ensured full 
oversight of the project’s progress and created resilience in case of the loss of any key 
stakeholder, as knowledge of ongoing activities and issues was appropriately shared and clear. 

4.2 Election Project objectives and methodology: 

Throughout the delivery of the election, Electoral Services was supplemented with five 
members of staff, seconded full-time from across the Assurance Directorate.  This larger cohort 
of staff was then divided into two teams working to the Head of Electoral Services.  The 
‘Project’ team planned, prepared and managed all resources (staff, venues, equipment etc.) 
and processes that are specifically required to deliver the various election activities, whilst the 
‘Registration’ team managed and delivered the vastly increased workload of enabling and 
assisting residents registering to vote, processed all postal and proxy vote applications and 
ensured that the register was as complete and accurate as possible. 

Amongst the most critical project activities undertaken were:  

 Securely managing the registration surge, as outlined by the huge quantity of registration 
activities within the table at section 2 above. 

 Ensuring that the candidate nominations process was conducted in compliance with all 
relevant legislation and the elections timetable.  

 Recruitment and training of over 750 elections staff (required for polling, postal vote 
sessions, elections count, venue preparation and security etc.)  

 Venue bookings and preparation including; 156 polling stations across 94 polling places 
(inc. 14 at ‘temporary offices’ and 31 at school sites), the election count venue at Allianz 
Park, postal sessions at 2 Bristol Avenue and election count/ballot box preparation and 
staff training at the RAF museum. 

 Set up (including training for all Call Agents) and oversight of the Elections Call Centre, 
managed by CSG and hosted at their Coventry offices.   

 Conduct of the Postal Vote Opening and Verification sessions held at Barnet’s offices in 
Colindale and (on the evening of polling day) at Allianz Park 

 Preparation and management of the election count and declarations of results at Allianz 
Park, which took place overnight following the close of poll on 12 December.  

4.3 Assessment of Election Project’s Performance: 

Based upon the objectives set out at 4.12 above, the project to deliver the UK Parliamentary 
general election on 12 December 2019, across the three constituencies within Barnet is 
assessed as having been highly successful.  

Key information for this assessment includes the following:   

 Following the surge in registration activity, the register of electors in Barnet reached a 
record high ahead of the election.  Despite this, turnout was still high across the borough 

                                            
2 Funding for the delivery of general elections (excluding the costs for additional electoral registration activity) comes from the 
Cabinet Office.  Whilst approx. 75% has been provided, full funding balance is provided following acceptance of submitted 
accounts.  The deadline for the submission of accounts is December 2020, with final settlement expected mid to late 2021. 



 
 

at 70.4%.  The strength of this figure is illustrated when compared with the turnout 
figures of 67.3% across the UK and 67.5% across London.  Further analysis shows that 
compared with the general election in June 2017, whilst Barnet’s turnout was 0.3% 
lower, nationally turnout fell by 1.5% and in London it fell by 2.6%.   

 Across the three Barnet constituencies, 166,347 electors cast their votes.  Of this figure, 
41,298 voted by post and approx. 3,700 voted by proxy (inc. 56 ‘Emergency’ proxies).  In 
addition, 2,257 overseas voters were registered to take part in the election. 

 Despite handling over 10,000 emails and 14,000 telephone enquiries during the election 
period, the number of complaints received was extremely small.  In total, 34 contacts 
were received that specifically alleged; poor/slow service, incorrect information 
provided, non-receipt of forms/emails or related to polling stations (mostly re.  ‘Tellers’).  
Almost all were resolved quickly and just four3 progressed to being formal complaints. 

 All three election counts, conducted from 10pm on 12 December 2019 (and then 
overnight) progressed efficiently and calmly throughout.  All Election Agents in 
attendance expressed their satisfaction with the transparency and effectiveness of the 
processes used and all three declarations were then made between 4.50am and 5.40am 
on Friday 13 December 2019. 

4.4 Lessons Learned and Future Recommendations: 

The political circumstances that led up to the calling of the general election last December 
were both dramatic and unprecedented.  As history shows, it is highly unusual for any election 
to be held in winter (especially a high-profile UK Parliamentary general election) and this 
presented all AROs and Electoral Services teams across the country with challenges that they 
had never previously tackled.  Starting just a few months after the election, the Covid19 
pandemic has now added further unique and complex challenges to the planning, preparation 
and delivery of the next scheduled elections4 in Barnet and quite possibly for all elections in 
the foreseeable future.  

Against the backdrop of the situation outlined above and a necessarily abbreviated review of 
the delivery of the December 2019 election, key lessons from the project to deliver the 
election were learned.  This learning, along with the wide-ranging work that has already 
started to assess how a borough-wide election can be safely and compliantly delivered within 
the prevailing pandemic scenario, have enabled the following considerations and proposals to 
be shared. 

4.4.1 Electoral Registration 

Since the introduction of IER and its online registration portal for registering to vote, the surge 
in applications received in the run up to elections (especially high-profile national elections) 
has grown exponentially.  From the calling of the 2019 general election on 29 October, to the 
deadline for registration applications to be received on 26 November, Barnet’s Electoral 
Services received 39,403 applications to be registered - of which over 12,000 were duplicate 
applications.  On the deadline day itself, 7,911 applications were received.  

Mitigating and managing the inevitable surge of activity ahead of future elections can be 
supported with the following recommendations:  

                                            
3 One regarding non-delivery of an Overseas postal vote pack, one postal vote incorrectly processed, one regarding poor service 
from the call centre and one in relation to Tellers outside a polling station. 
4 The London Mayoral and Greater London Assembly (GLA) elections, which are scheduled for 3 May 2021, having already been 
deferred from 7 May 2020 due to Covid19.  



 
 

1) It is imperative that the Council provide Barnet’s Electoral Registration Officer (ERO) with 
sufficient, trained and capable staff to effectively process this level of applications within 
the short statutory period created by the election timetable.  As this level of ERO 
resource is not needed across most of the year, this can only be achieved by continuing 
to have staff from across other teams, that can release them for election periods, pre-
trained and practised on key electoral registration processes.  Over the past few years, a 
small number of individuals from across Assurance have been seconded into the Electoral 
Services team to support registration during elections.  Whilst this has been successful to 
date, it does create a risk as relying on a small contingent creates a lack of resilience 
should all or any of these individuals not be available at a future election.  It is proposed 
that many more staff are identified that can be trained on registration processes, to 
widen the pool of staff that can be called upon.  

2) To mitigate the registration surge in the run up to elections, it is important that the ERO 
continues to carry out discretionary borough-wide activities to supplement the statutory 
canvassing processes required by law (that take place across the year).  Household 
Notification Letters (HNLS), that have been sent out in early spring over the past few 
years, not only help to keep the register more accurate and complete, but also raise the 
issue of electoral registration with (especially newer) residents across the borough. 

4.4.2 Absent Voting 

The application processes for absent voting arrangements (i.e. postal voting and proxy voting) 
entirely overlap and mirror the registration surge outlined in 4.4.1. above.  Likewise, the 
actions outlined above should also be employed to such an extent that they can also mitigate 
the corresponding surge in absent vote applications.  

However, under the pandemic circumstances in which, at the very least, the London Mayoral 
and Greater London Assembly elections in May 2021 will be held, there is an additional and 
more severe risk to be faced.  The risk is that the increase in applications for postal votes from 
electors that are unable or unwilling to vote ‘in-person’ at a polling station, is so large, that it 
overwhelms the processes and resources available to deal with them.  The number of postal 
voters in Barnet has grown to over 50,000 since postal voting on demand was first introduced 
almost 20 years ago.  However, it is anticipated that the demand for postal votes, from the 
more than 210,000 electors that do NOT currently have a postal vote could be anywhere 
between 10% and 30%.  This suggests that anywhere between 20,000 and 60,000 postal vote 
applications could be received within a period of less than six months (and this would mean 
that the surge would need to start now).  This risk threatens the legally compliant delivery of 
the elections in several ways, some of which are outlined below. 

There is a risk that the quantity of postal vote applications received, ahead of the May 2021 
elections, is so high (and received within such a short timeframe) that: 

 Electoral Registration staff cannot process all applications received within the statutory 
timetable (deadline for postal vote applications is 11 days before polling, for Proxy votes 
is 5 days before polling and for Emergency Proxy votes is 5pm on polling day itself) 

 the Electoral Services Print and Post supplier is unable to provide sufficient quantities of 
stock and/or to service required for such an increased demand 

 the GLA’s Print supplier is unable to produce the number of postal ballot papers required 
by London boroughs (as the GLA elections use an ‘electronic count’, postal ballot papers 
are different to polling station ballot papers) 



 
 

 the Royal Mail is unable to deliver all Postal Vote applications and/or [postal voting packs 
in compliance with the election timetable 

 the number of re-issues required (to replace lost or spoilt postal ballot papers) by 
electors overwhelms the staff resources immediately before and/or on polling day 

 the number of staff and/or suitable venues required to conduct the Opening and 
Verification sessions, cannot be found or that the processes cannot be carried out whilst 
maintaining a ‘Coved-secure’ environment 

Full risk assessment and mitigation work is currently being undertaken by a working group of 
Electoral Service managers from across London (including from Barnet) and presented to the 
Greater London Returning Officer and the Returning Officers from all London boroughs.  In the 
meantime, the following proposals can already be made:  

3) The Barnet ERO should start an immediate and widely-publicised campaign to promote 
postal voting to Barnet’s electors.  To make this as effective as possible, it is proposed 
that a pre-filled Postal Vote Application Form (along with a Postage Paid reply envelope) 
should be posted out to every elector that does not currently use a postal vote.  

4) That substantial numbers of staff from across the organisation be recruited and trained 
on the processes required to administer and implement a postal vote for an elector.  
These same staff will need to be made available to Electoral Services throughout the 
period in which higher volumes of Postal Vote applications are being received. 

4.4.3 Staffing and Training 

Recommendations in the two preceding sections have already made proposals in relation to 
additional staff resources required within Electoral Services, for the purposes of Registration 
and Absent Vote applications.  This section will therefore concentrate on the staffing and 
training recommendations specifically related to the direct delivery of election processes 
(including those learned from the delivery of the December 2019 election).  

It is already clear that the elections scheduled for 6 May 2021 will require many new processes 
and arrangements to be put into place, to safeguard everybody involved from the risks of 
Covid19.  Whatever the prevailing Covid19 circumstances are at the time of the election, it will 
be necessary to plan; for the use of (at least some) PPE by elections staff, for strict social-
distancing to be maintained and to minimise personal contact and anything that requires 
multiple people to touch or use election equipment or materials.  

As stated in 4.4.2. work is ongoing to identify and assess the many risks to ‘usual’ election 
processes.  However, for the May 2021 elections, the following risks have been identified: 

 Many of the current and experienced staff that usually work on elections in Barnet will 
need to be replaced (whether due to ill-health, self-isolating, shielding, an unwillingness 
to work on the election or because they are assessed as too vulnerable to be allowed to 
work on the election).  

 As key electoral processes must be conducted whilst observing strict social-distancing, it 
will be necessary to employ more staff than at previous elections to do the same tasks 
(e.g. Postal vote sessions will need to be spread out over much larger areas and there are 
likely to be more sessions required) 

 Further additional staff will be required to undertake some tasks (or ensure compliance 
with processes) that have not been required at previous elections (e.g. queueing outside 
of polling stations, hand-sanitising, wearing of face-masks etc.)    



 
 

 A much higher contingent of new elections staff and many newly developed processes 
(Inc. those related to Covid19 health & safety) means that far more training of staff will 
have to be provided.  It is likely that all training will have to be held virtually, or by way of 
interactive, online training software systems. 

For borough-wide elections over the past few years in Barnet, Electoral Services have taken the 
approach of contacting previous election staff early in the project.  Following this, enough new 
staff are then recruited to replace any that cannot work at the forthcoming election, along with 
some additional staff that are kept as ‘reserves’ in case of any late drop-outs.  For the 
December 2019 election, approx. 60 staff were hired in reserve, and almost all were required 
by the time polling day arrived.  Based upon the lessons from this and previous elections and 
the risks identified above, the following recommendations are made: 

5) A high-profile recruitment campaign needs to be undertaken as soon as possible for 
election staff.  It will be important that a substantial number of these new election staff 
are from age groups that are assessed as less vulnerable to Covid19.  Whilst this 
campaign could understandably start within the council, due to the likely numbers 
required, it will almost certainly be necessary to reach further afield to other potential 
staff sources within the community. 

6) A flexible and adaptable online training resource must be quickly procured to enable 
delivery of a range of online election training requirements to high numbers of staff.  It 
will be important that the system is also able to be used for training needs specifically 
arising from the Covid19 pandemic (e.g. use of PPE, cleaning protocols etc.). 

4.4.4 Election Venues 

For the December 2019 election, 156 polling stations located at 94 different venues were used.  
Included within these were 15 portable offices and 50 stations located within 31 schools.  A 
great deal of effort went into preparing all stations for the possibility of poor weather and at 
specific sites to ensure that they stayed safe during the extended hours of darkness when 
polling would be taking place.  Fortunately, on election day, no substantive issues were 
reported across Barnet’s polling stations. 

To better serve both residents and electors of Barnet in the future, there are polling venues 
where Electoral Services will continue to seek alternative arrangements.  Due to their poor 
accessibility offered to some electors, it would be preferable to use fewer portable offices, or 
ideally none.  In addition, to minimise disruption to pupils and inconvenience to their families, 
finding suitable alternatives to the use of a school site is always an improvement.  The 
forthcoming changes to Barnet’s ward boundaries (and consequently a complete review of all 
polling district boundaries) will hopefully provide an opportunity to introduce some new and 
better polling venues in some parts of the borough.   

For the forthcoming elections in May 2021, there are significant new challenges that will need 
to be resolved.  It will be critically important to ensure that all polling can be conducted in a 
Covid-secure way in Barnet’s polling stations. In addition, there is a higher than usual 
likelihood, that some polling venues will not be made available for use at the elections – or 
that some may be assessed as being unfit for purpose given the need to ensure that they can 
all provide a Covid-secure environment. 

In addition to polling venues, there are several other venues are required for critical electoral 
processes. Most notably, venues are needed for; election preparation activities (i.e. ballot box 
and polling materials preparation), the secure and transparent conduct of postal vote 
verification sessions and of course, the election count.  



 
 

For the elections in May 2021, it will be necessary to introduce social-distancing and the use of 
PPE, into what are typically very busy and quite crowded spaces where these electoral 
activities take place. It is therefore important that Electoral Services are able identify and 
secure the use of much larger venues. One exception for these elections however, will be the 
count venue. Due to the GLA elections utilising an ‘electronic count’ (E Count), the Greater 
London Returning Officer (GLRO) will provide the count venue and all associated IT equipment. 
The Barnet and Camden GLA constituency will again count at Alexandra Palace5.  

Primarily in relation to the May 2021 elections, the following recommendations are made: 

7) Electoral Services must be given access to appropriate council venues and spaces to 
ensure that the entire range of electoral activities can be undertaken within fully 
assessed Covid-secure environments. Where such spaces are not identified or available 
within council controlled properties or locations, appropriate support (including funding) 
will be required to enable appropriate external venues to be hired.   

8) That Electoral Services work with Public Health and Barnet’s Health and Safety team (and 
incorporating any guidelines produced by the Electoral Commission) to produce a set of 
assessment criteria against which all current polling places are reviewed. Where a 
replacement polling place is required, it must be acknowledged that the further use of 
publicly funded locations (possibly including schools) will need to be supported by the 
Council. 

 

5. Summary and Upcoming Priorities for Electoral Services 
The overriding priority for Barnet’s Electoral Services, is to ensure that the many statutory 
activities undertaken on behalf of Barnet’s ERO and RO throughout the year, are completed in 
full compliance with relevant legislation and official guidance. To successfully uphold this 
priority over the past 18 months has meant; delivering two high-profile and short-notice 
elections, preparing for a key change in registration legislation and more recently the impact 
from Covid19 and the new Annual Canvass – all whilst maintaining the usual scheduled 
registration activities and daily workload. This has made for an extremely busy and challenging 
period and huge credit must go to the officers from Electoral Services (and several officers 
regularly seconded in from other Assurance teams to support during elections) who continually 
gave much of their time, considerable effort and a great deal of goodwill, to ensure that 
everything was able to be successfully delivered. 

Over the coming months, many regular electoral registration activities must continue to go 
ahead. At present and until the end of November 2020, the statutory annual Household 
Canvass must continue to allow for publication of the new Register of Electors on 1 December.  
Whilst the Government has enacted a piece of legislation that, in response to the Covid19 
pandemic, allows the publication of the register to be delayed until 1 February 2021, it is 
considered that doing so will have a negative effect on other scheduled electoral registration 
work and subsequently, the preparations for the elections scheduled in May 2021. 

Following the Government decision, on 21 September 2020, to move the UK’s coronavirus alert 
level back to ‘Level 4’ (and the subsequent legislation and guidance that came into effect from 
24 September 2020), Barnet’s ERO has taken a decision that no personal visits to properties 
will be undertaken as part of the household canvass this year. This decision was taken based 
                                            
5 The GLRO’s election team are currently working on the full set of processes that the E-count will use.  As these processes will 
change significantly to ensure that they can be conducted in a Covid-secure way, engagement and training will take place with all 
London election teams.  Initial meeting of the GLRO and all London election teams to take place on 28 Sept. 2020. 



 
 

upon the risk assessments that had been completed prior to the start of the Household 
Canvass (in August 2020) and taking into account the new Canvass Reform legislation, that 
allows telephone and email contacts to be used (where held) in place of a personal visit to 
properties. 

In January, the Absent Vote Refresh must commence, whereby any elector that has had a 
permanent absent voting arrangement in place for over five years (currently approx. 7,000 for 
January 2021), must provide new copies of their personal identifiers (i.e. submit a fresh copy of 
their signature and confirm their date of birth).  Following this, it is the intention of the 
Electoral Registration Officer to again undertake a full ‘Household Notification Letter’ (HNL) 
campaign, as per Recommendation 2 above.  

However, the most high-profile activity that Electoral Services will be undertaking (and for 
which preparations have already started) in the coming months, is the delivery of the London 
Mayoral and Greater London Assembly elections on 6 May 2021.  Due to the prevailing and 
changeable circumstances caused by the Covid19 pandemic, these elections are going to 
present Electoral Services, the Returning Officer/Electoral Registration Officer and the wider 
council with challenges to deliver an election that are unprecedented in their scale and 
complexity.  A lot of work has been undertaken to assess and consider how to mitigate the 
wide range of risks that exist to the successful delivery of these elections.  At this point 
however, the work to plan new processes, recruit and train many staff, acquire venues and 
other resources, communicate and engage with Barnet’s electors (and the candidates and 
agents) and then deliver all election activities in compliance with legislation lies immediately 
ahead.    

Following the delivery of the elections in May, in June 2021 it will again be time for the data 
matching exercise that now precedes the start of the annual Household Canvass that will run 
from July to November.  During this period, a full review of all Polling Districts and Polling 
Places will be required to serve the new Ward boundaries, that take effect from the May 2022 
Local elections.  



 
 

 
 

 

Appendix A 

London Borough of Barnet 
Total registered electors at the annual publication of the Full Register of Electors and at last ‘Notice of Alteration’ before borough-wide elections  

 


