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House of Lords Select Committee on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013: response to questions
We welcome the opportunity to provide the Committee with our written response to the questions it was planning to ask Electoral Commission witnesses at the oral evidence session, which was scheduled for 25 March 2020 but subsequently cancelled.
Introduction
1. What is your assessment of the impact of the 2013 Act? Has it provided a more complete and accurate register and has it succeeded in tackling electoral fraud?
Overall the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013 (2013 Act) has had a positive impact. The main feature of the 2013 Act was to enable the introduction of individual electoral registration (IER) in Great Britain. The move to IER was a significant improvement in how people register to vote, reforming a system that had remained largely unchanged since the Victorian period, making it more secure and moving away from the outdated concept of registration by the head of a household.
The previous household registration system was vulnerable to fraud as there was no requirement to provide any evidence of an individual’s identity to register to vote and no systematic mechanism for Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) to verify the identity of applicants. There were several high-profile election petitions in the late 1990s and early 2000s that involved the fraudulent registration of electors (for example, the Hackney case in 1998 and Slough case in 2007).
The requirement under IER for each individual applicant to provide “identifying information” including their National Insurance number, which is verified against DWP or locally held data, is an important measure that makes the system less vulnerable to fraud. The implementation of IER has made it much harder to register fictitious electors, whether for the purpose of committing electoral or other fraud. 
As shown in Table 1, since the introduction of IER in 2014 there has been an overall downward trend in the proportion of electoral fraud cases involving electoral registration. This suggests that the 2013 Act has provided an effective framework for addressing the risk of electoral registration fraud. 



Table 1: registration fraud cases as a percentage of total fraud investigations
	Percentage of total fraud investigations

	Category
	2010
	2011
	2012
	2013
	2014
	2015
	2016
	2017
	2018
	2019

	Electoral registration
	28
	22
	23
	18
	15
	8
	8
	11
	15
	10


Although there is no evidence from police data to suggest that there have been widespread attempts to commit electoral fraud in recent years, there is always more that could be done to tackle electoral fraud and improve both the security of the system and levels of public confidence. This should include changing the law to prevent campaigners being directly involved in the administration of the voting process, such as handling absent vote applications and postal ballot packs. Improving the drafting and definition of postal voting offences and the wider modernisation of electoral offences would also help to ensure that police forces and prosecutors are able to take action to enforce the law.
The overall accuracy of the electoral registers has improved under IER while their completeness has remained largely stable during and after the change to the system
However, there are significant variations, with the main drivers of lower completeness being youth, recent home movement and whether someone rents their home from a private landlord. 
Since the introduction of IER there has been a marked decline in the registration levels of attainers. Our study of the December 2018 electoral registers found that completeness levels among attainers in Great Britain was 25%, compared to 45% in 2015. This level of completeness contrasts significantly with that seen for aged 65+ (94%).
Turning to length of residence, completeness levels among those who have lived at their address for up to a year was 36% in December 2018, compared to 90% for those who have lived at their address between five and 10 years.
With respect to tenure, private renters remain the least likely to have complete register entries (58%) while those who own their home outright are most likely (91%).
In addition, our post-election public opinion research found that those least likely to be satisfied with the process of registering to vote are aged 18 to 24 (61%) or from a BAME (Black, Asian and minority ethnic) background (63%). 
These findings underline the ongoing need to explore further improvements to the system.
The 2013 Act also gave a power for the Minister to make changes to amend or abolish the annual canvass in Great Britain through secondary legislation. This power has been used recently to reform the annual canvass process with the aim of making it simpler and clearer for citizens; more cost effective; and to enable EROs to focus their efforts at addresses where there has been change. These changes represent an important first step in modernising electoral registration.
Individual electoral registration
2. We would like to hear your views on the practicalities of some of the recommendations we have heard for improving electoral registration:
a. [supplementary] What are the practicalities of developing an online check-up tool for electors to check or update their registration details online? Would this require a central electoral register?
The online registration system currently allows people to submit an application to register even if they are already correctly registered to vote. At the 2019 UKPGE, EROs again highlighted the significant administrative impact of processing duplicate applications ahead of electoral events. Data from EROs shows that approximately one in three applications was a duplicate, submitted by someone who was already correctly registered. In some areas the data suggests that the proportion of duplicates was even higher. This added unnecessary pressure for EROs and their teams, during a period when they were also focused on preparing for and delivering election processes.
There are two main ways in which duplicates could be identified and managed:
· “Voter-focused” approaches, which could take the form of an online “look up” facility for electors to check whether they were already registered. They could be local authority devised solutions, or more centralised (national or UK-wide) lookup tools. 
· “ERO-focused” approaches, which could involve either developing systems in conjunction with EMS (Electoral Management Software) suppliers to allow EROs to identify and manage duplicates more effectively within their respective local EMS systems, or through a more centralised process enabling the identification and management of duplicates across multiple registers.
Practical challenges in developing a “look up” facility include the need for a unique identifier for each elector to enable accurate identification of duplicates; issues relating to the necessary technical infrastructure and software; the identification of relevant operational and resource requirements; and potential security risks around the management of personal data.
We do not believe that either option would necessarily require a central electoral register, but there would be benefit in linking the 372 separate registers in a way that allowed their comparison to identify possible duplicates – for example, by establishing further links between the online registration service and the local electoral registers so that EROs could view (read-only) all entries on all 372 registers.
b.  [supplementary] What would be involved in introducing automatic registration for attainers?  Could it be done while still maintaining registers at the local authority level?
In July 2019 we published the findings from a series of feasibility studies, which looked at the potential for giving EROs access to data from other public service providers; integration of electoral registration into other public service transactions; and automatic or more automated forms of registration. We found that all of these reforms were feasible from a technical and operational perspective and could be implemented without radically altering the structure of the electoral registration system in the UK.
Making better use of existing public data sources could help to improve levels of completeness among some of the specific under-registered groups, including attainers.
Data from the education sector – such as information held by the Education and Skills Funding Agency Learning Records Service, which collects data relating to learners in England, Wales and Northern Ireland registering for relevant post-14 qualifications, and the Scottish Qualifications Authority – could help EROs identify attainers and other young people. Also, data from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) could potentially be used by EROs to register young people to vote automatically when they are allocated their National Insurance number ahead of their 16th birthday.
One technically feasible option for the automatic registration of attainers would involve further development of the IER hub, enabling it to act as a conduit, receiving datasets from data source organisations in the education sector and/or DWP and passing them on to EROs who could download it via their EMS systems.[footnoteRef:2] This solution is explored further in our feasibility studies report. One key area where further work is needed, however, relates to the reliability, currency, coverage and completeness of data held by different data source organisations. This is to ensure that any data being considered to support reform is of sufficient quality for use by EROs. [2:  The IER hub acts as ‘link’ and coordinator between the register to vote website (online applications), the DWP system (verification of applications) and the EROs’ Electoral Management Software systems (372 registers).] 

3. Witnesses have expressed concern that the individual registration system, including the rise of ‘event-led’ registration is costly in both resources and time and causing an administrative burden on electoral officials. Would you agree with that assessment and how might this challenge be addressed?
Public interest in major electoral events is increasingly driving electoral registration applications just before elections. An accessible online registration process means it is easy for people who want to make sure they can take part to submit an application, and to do so close to the deadline.
At the 2019 UKPGE a large number of duplicate applications added unnecessary pressure for EROs and their teams. Data from EROs shows that many applications were submitted by people who were already correctly registered:
· Approximately one in three applications they received before the deadline was a duplicate 
· In some areas the proportion of duplicate applications was even higher 
· Only around half of all applications led to an addition to the register
We received feedback from 160 EROs, Returning Officers (ROs) or electoral administrators from across the UK. Nearly half (46%) of those who responded to our survey said that the volume of duplicate applications received during the election caused strain on resources and staff, who had to work significant additional hours to process them in time, alongside processing applications to vote by post and proxy. 
EROs and electoral administrators told us that they felt additional pressure at this election as they processed both types of application (registration and absent vote) to the same deadline.
As a result of these pressures, EROs and their teams found it hard to provide the level of resource needed to process applications. In some cases this meant that voters didn’t receive the service they should be able to expect.
EROs need more support to help them continue to deliver the level of service that people should be able to expect before major electoral events. The UK Government should look at the funding model for future UK Parliamentary elections to help ensure EROs are able to handle large numbers of registration applications. More fundamentally, it should also look at how the online register to vote service and EMS systems could be improved to reduce the number and impact of duplicate registration applications.
The UK’s governments should also explore reforms that would make it easier for people to register or update their details throughout the year, such as integrating applications into other public service contacts or more automatic forms of registration. This could help reduce the need for people to make new applications immediately before an election.
4. What measures might be introduced to promote registration and democratic engagement, beyond what is already taking place? 
Following extensive consultation, the Commission has identified a number of opportunities to further promote registration and democratic engagement, particularly among young people, where the evidence suggests the need is greatest. The two key areas which the Commission believes will have most impact are as follows: 
· establishing a co-ordinated and consistent approach to teaching political literacy in formal and informal education settings
· making better use of open data and digital technology to improve access to information
Political literacy education
No single organisation owns citizenship focussed education on registering to vote and voting. Many teachers have reported that they are reluctant to discuss politics with their students because of the potential perception that they are attempting to influence the way students vote.

The Commission has begun working with educational organisations across the UK to develop impartial resources that are linked to the curriculum, and would give educators the tools they need to help young people understand democratic processes, including how to register and vote at elections. This work will begin in Scotland and Wales and focus on 16-18 year olds ahead of the devolved legislature elections in 2021. We are working with stakeholders to ensure we fill gaps and avoid duplication, playing to our strength as an impartial voice – so focussing on eligibility, registering to vote, types of elections, and the practicalities of casting a vote.
Learning from that experience we then intend to expand our education work across the UK. Our work with legislators and educationalists in Scotland and Wales will be crucial in helping us ensure that our UK-wide work is realistic and effective. Our plans to expand this work have been supported and funding agreed by the UK Parliament’s Speaker’s Committee. 
Open data and digital technology
Some information about elections is not readily accessible online, in formats and via channels people increasingly use. People are therefore likely to find increasingly the lack of quality and accessible digital content about elections out of step with how they expect to receive information.

Since 2016 we have worked with the community interest company, Democracy Club, to access data that they collate about polling station locations and candidates standing in elections. Before the 2019 UK general election, people accessed this data 3.5 million times, including 2.4 million times in the final 24 hours before polls closed. 

We are now working on how we can expand digital access to this data, and thereby improve democratic engagement. We intend to create opportunities for further innovation; for example, by establishing digital systems to collate open data and information about elections, easily and in consistent formats, that a range of technology companies and other organisations (for example Facebook and Google) could embed into their platforms and share widely with their users.
Electoral administration
5. The Committee has heard from electoral registration officials that the current timetable for elections is very tight for delivering elections. Do you agree with them that the electoral timetable should be extended?
The 2013 Act extended the UKPGE electoral timetable from 17 to 25 working days, aligning it more closely with the local electoral timetable. This change was broadly welcomed by the electoral community, many of whom were particularly concerned that the previous 17-day UKPGE timetable gave very little time for the printing, despatch and return of postal votes. This potentially compromised effective participation in elections by certain types of voter, particularly overseas and service voters. 
Despite this change, we continue to see evidence of problems experienced by overseas voters in not receiving their postal vote in time to complete it and send it back. Extending the timetable further by increasing the time between the deadline for nominations and polling day may help to address this issue, although there may be other solutions to this (see our response to the supplementary question below).
Any extension of the electoral timetable would need to be considered holistically and take into account the implications for the regulation of political campaigning, voters and the electoral administration process, particularly if the period between the deadline for nominations and polling day (during which spending by candidates is regulated) is increased.
a. [supplementary] The Committee also heard that the timetable is too tight for the sending and receiving of postal ballots. How else might this problem be addressed? 
We have highlighted evidence in our previous statutory reports (on the 2015 and 2017 UK general elections, as well as following the 2016 EU referendum and the 2019 European Parliamentary election) the challenges faced by overseas electors when voting.
At the 2019 UKPGE, the Cabinet Office and Royal Mail put in place a system for faster delivery of postal ballot packs to overseas electors. This does appear to have improved the experience for some electors, but there was still not enough time for overseas electors in some countries to return their votes in time for them to be counted.
Overseas electors should be able to expect that their vote will be counted. The UK Government should consider innovative new approaches to voting for overseas electors, using evidence from other countries. This could include the ability to download and print postal ballot papers or vote at embassies and consulates.
The UK Government plans to increase the number of British citizens living abroad who can register to vote, by removing the current time limit of 15 years since they were last registered to vote in the UK. As more voters will be affected by the issues identified with postal voting, it will be even more important to give overseas electors ways of voting that mean they can be confident their votes will be counted at future UK Parliamentary elections.
6. What kind of data do you wish you had to better monitor and understand the effectiveness of delivering elections in the UK? 
a. [supplementary] Should there be a formal requirement for each polling station to record data on how well elections were run. For example, how many people were unable to vote, and other types of problems that occurred? 
We collect and analyse a range of quantitative and qualitative data to support our work, which includes statutory reporting on electoral events; setting and monitoring performance standards for electoral services; research on the accuracy and completeness of the registers; and public opinion research. 
On the whole this allows us to make robust assessments of how well elections and electoral registration are delivered to voters across the UK and the problems that arise. However, there are some specific areas where additional data would be helpful. These include:
· Information about the number of electors registered at two addresses. People who are registered at two addresses are entitled to vote in local government elections at each of those addresses, provided they are not in the same local government area. It is, however, a criminal offence for an elector to cast more than one vote on their own behalf in a UK Parliamentary general election or at a referendum. Providing a mechanism for EROs to compare information about electoral register entries across all 372 registers would help to further improve the accuracy and completeness of electoral registers and could help significantly to address the risk of some electors voting more than once at a relevant election.
· The number of eligible overseas voters. Obtaining a better handle on this will enable us and others to understand better the implications of the UK Government’s plans to abolish the 15-year rule.
7. The Committee heard from the Chief Electoral Officer of Canada about measures such as advance polling and same-day registration which improve the accessibility of voting. Why don’t we have these in the UK and should they be introduced here?
Between 2000 and 2007 a limited number of local authority-run electoral pilot schemes provided opportunities for electors to vote in person at special advance voting facilities before polling day. Our evaluation of the pilot schemes demonstrated that advance voting had the potential to enhance the accessibility and convenience of the electoral process, at least as far as voters’ perceptions were concerned. We also concluded that the choice of times and locations for advance voting facilities would be key factors in determining convenience, turnout and value for money.
However, actual take-up of advance voting at the pilot schemes was low and the majority of users would have voted in any case. For these reasons we concluded that it was difficult to argue that advance voting provided value for money for the majority of the electorate. Our post-poll public opinion research confirms that, for most people, being able to vote in the days before polling day would make no difference to their likelihood of voting, although more said it would have made them more likely than those who said it would make them less likely. This suggests that respondents were overall neutral/in favour of this reform.
It is possible that the roll-out of advance voting facilities in the UK could significantly increase costs (because they would need to be offered alongside existing polling day voting), but with little benefit in terms of increased participation. While increased costs could potentially be offset by reducing the number of polling stations available on polling day, this could reduce accessibility for people who want to continue to vote on traditional polling day.
In Great Britain the main change to voting in recent decades was the introduction of postal voting on demand in 2000. This has become a popular form of advance or early voting with 17.2% of electors choosing this method at the 2019 UKPGE. In the North East, 26% chose to vote by post. In Northern Ireland, where the rules on postal voting are more restrictive, 1.3% vote by post.
Data collected for the Commission suggests that, at each election, a number of individuals are told on the day of the poll that they cannot vote because they are not correctly registered. Allowing eligible citizens to register and cast their vote on polling day would have the advantage of allowing people to register at the point when they may become interested and engaged with an election, e.g. during the few days before polling day, or on polling day itself. It would require applicants to provide verifiable proof of their identity, age and residence at the time of making the application, to ensure the ERO could be satisfied that they were entitled to register and vote in that election. 
Our post-poll public opinion research from 2018 and 2019 found that, for most people, being able to register on polling day would have made no difference to whether or not they voted. However, more said it would have made them more likely than those who said it would make them less likely. As with advance voting, this suggests that respondents were on the whole neutral/in favour of this reform.

The Commission has further programmed work commencing this summer to continue to review and make recommendations on how access to the voting process can be further enhanced in the UK. This will be taken forward with stakeholders, including for example accessibility and community representative groups, and with international comparators such as our Canadian, Australian and New Zealand counterparts with whom we work closely.
Annual canvass reform 
8. The Electoral Commission has noted that in addition to the current proposals for annual canvass reform, “more far-reaching reforms of the electoral registration system are needed to fully address the challenges of achieving accurate and complete registers”. What would you like the annual canvass process to look like in 15-20 years from now – should we still have an annual canvass process in the future? 
Successful implementation and integration of canvass reform into business as usual practices in the electoral registration system is the clear priority over the next 2-3 years. 
Although reform of the annual canvass represents an important step to modernise the electoral registration system, there is more that should be done to ensure we have an effective, joined-up and year-round registration process. We want the UK’s governments to develop longer-term plans for electoral registration reform that build on the canvass reform proposals.
The use of data is already beginning to revolutionise the provision of services across the public and private sectors, to the benefit of citizens and the delivery of efficiencies. We therefore believe there is considerable potential to explore how existing public data could be utilised to support further reform to voter registration, building on the more data-driven approach to managing the annual canvass.
Last year we published the findings from a series of feasibility studies exploring how electoral registration reforms could be delivered, to help inform the debate about registration reform. These studies looked at the potential for giving EROs access to data from other public service providers; integration of electoral registration into other public service transactions; and automatic or more automated forms of registration.
The feasibility studies found that these reforms were feasible from a technical and operational perspective and could be implemented without radically altering the structure of the electoral registration system in the UK.
Our longer-term vision of a modern electoral register is one which:
· Uses trusted public data to keep itself accurate and complete throughout the year without relying solely on action by individuals; and
· Makes it as easy as possible for electors to ensure their own registration record is accurate and complete, particularly ahead of elections and referendums.
Ballot security and combatting electoral fraud
9. The Committee has heard arguments in favour of setting up a centralised complaints procedure to collate and investigate legitimate complaints of fraud and maladministration. Some witnesses have suggested that this role could be done by the Electoral Commission. What are your thoughts on this proposal and what powers and resources would the Electoral Commission need if it were to take on such a role?
In the UK, election results may be challenged by a candidate in the election or an elector in that area by issuing legal proceedings known as ‘election petitions’. Petitions are heard by an “election court”, which is not part of the ordinary court system in England and Wales and the standard rules of procedure. There is widespread agreement that the current election petition process is not fit for purpose or accessible for ordinary voters or candidates.
The Law Commissions’ proposals for reform – particularly clarifying the law and incorporating petitions within the ordinary court process – would be a significant improvement. We do not believe that they would be complex to implement, or likely to prove controversial. They would lead to a modern, more streamlined process achieving greater efficiency, certainty of electoral outcome and access to justice. The Crown Prosecution Service, the National Police Chiefs’ Council, political parties, Returning Officers and electoral administrators and election judges are all supportive of reform in this area.
In their final report on electoral law reform, the Law Commissions envisaged that “informal complaints – those which do not seek to affect the outcome or validity of an election – should be formally recognised and addressed by election law”. They argued that the important issue here is that “voters’ complaints are heard, and lessons are learned by electoral administrators”.
The Law Commissions concluded that it should be the UK’s Ombudsmen with responsibility for local government, who should be responsible for hearing these complaints, a recommendation supported by the UK Ombudsmen’s response to the consultation.
If the relevant Ombudsmen were given the role of considering electoral complaints there would be a need to address any overlap or duplication between this role and our role in monitoring and reporting on the performance of EROs and ROs. We consider that these two roles would not conflict; the Ombudsmen would be dealing with a complaint from one individual to provide them with a remedy and suggest improvements where necessary, whereas we would be monitoring and reporting on officers’ performance in order to improve standards across Great Britain. 
There is a real benefit in that our performance standards would complement the Ombudsmen’s consideration of complaints, providing a framework for well-run registration and elections against which allegations of maladministration could be assessed. 
Extending the relevant Ombudsmen’s remits to cover EROs and ROs would be the most straightforward way to achieve what we and the Law Commissions’ want, and would be a good fit with our existing role and approach.
Voter ID and other Government proposals
10. The Government has announced plans to introduce photographic ID requirements at polling stations. What should be at the forefront of the minds of Government officials as they devise the policy for implementing photographic ID requirements?
Voter ID pilot schemes took place at local government elections in five English local authorities in May 2018 and a further 10 in May 2019. The Commission was responsible for undertaking an evaluation of the pilots in both 2018 and 2019.  
Before introducing the requirement for elections in Great Britain, we recommended that the Government and Parliament should consider carefully the available evidence about the impact and proportionality of different approaches on the accessibility and security of polling station voting. This should include evidence from the experience of polling station voters in Northern Ireland, as well as the evidence from the local pilot schemes in both 2018 and 2019.
We identified three key areas for further consideration:
· Any ID requirement should deliver clear improvements to current security levels: A photo ID requirement would provide the greatest level of security, but each of the models that have been piloted in 2018 and 2019 would provide some level of improved security compared with the current rules. Government and Parliament should consider what level of security is proportionate to the risk of personation fraud in polling stations.
· Any ID requirement should ensure accessibility for all voters: While a large majority of people already have access to an acceptable form of photo ID, allowing only existing forms of officially issued photo ID would not be accessible for everyone. To make sure voting at polling stations remains accessible, there would need to be other options for people who do not already have an acceptable form of photo ID. This could involve providing free of charge locally issued photo ID, as currently provided for electors in Northern Ireland. Alternatively, it could involve allowing voters to use their poll card – on the pilot model or a different model – as the primary or secondary route to proving identity, depending on the level of security required.
· Any ID requirement should realistically be deliverable, taking into account the resources required to administer it.
The Government would also need to ensure that sufficient time was given for any voter ID scheme to be implemented properly, including time for necessary preparations to be made by Returning Officers and their staff and for effective public awareness campaigns to be delivered.
11. What is your view of the Government’s plans to extend voting rights to all overseas citizens? What might be the practical challenges of implementing this?
The Commission does not take a view on franchise as we believe this is a matter for the UK Parliament.  However, any changes to the franchise should be clear six months before EROs are due to begin any scheduled annual canvass activities to enable all those who are newly eligible to vote to take the steps they need to successfully register and participate in the elections. 
There are a number of practical challenges to resolve in implementing this proposed franchise change:
· The 2019 UKPGE again highlighted the significant practical difficulties faced by many overseas electors in ensuring their votes count; some have found there is not enough time to receive, complete and return their postal vote before the close of poll, while others may not be able to appoint someone in the UK to act as their proxy. The UK Government should consider new approaches to improving access to the voting process for overseas electors, for example by voting at embassies and consulates, or the ability to download and print postal ballot papers. 
· Increasing the number of British citizens overseas who are eligible to be registered to vote will add strain to already stretched resources of electoral administrators, in terms of volume and complexity of registration applications, requiring verification of identities and eligibility of applicants who have not lived in the UK for some time.
· Changes to the eligibility of overseas voters will present practical difficulties for political parties and campaigners to determine the permissibility of donations, and for the Electoral Commission to take enforcement action where the rules have been breached. To mitigate foreign influence on politics and elections, parties and campaigners are only permitted to accept donations from British citizens overseas who are registered to vote. A 2010 Supreme Court judgment ruled that a donor’s eligibility to be registered was a significant factor in deciding permissibility; we have since recommended that the legislation be amended to clarify that a person must be included in a UK electoral register at the point when a donation is made in order to be a permissible donor. 
If the Government’s plans are implemented we will provide guidance for EROs, ROs and campaigners to help them understand and comply with any changes to the rules for overseas voters. We also stand ready to reach an increased overseas voter audience through our public awareness campaigns which take place to drive voter registration in the lead-up to UK Parliamentary elections.  
Conclusion
12. The Committee has heard several recommendations for improving the electoral registration and administration systems that would involve making significant changes to the remit and powers of the Electoral Commission. What makes for an effective Electoral Commission? Is there a case for us recommending a complete review and potential overhaul of the UK Electoral Commission?
The UK has a robust and healthy democratic system. The Electoral Commission has become integral to this and the UK’s political and constitutional landscape since its establishment in November 2000. Our statutory responsibilities mean we are in a unique position in the sector to coordinate, to guide, and to provide leadership. As the independent body which oversees elections and regulates political finance in the UK, we work to promote public confidence in the democratic process and ensure its integrity. And have developed a substantial body of expertise and experience, including in the nations of the UK. 
The UK has continued to see well-run elections, despite unscheduled national polls making considerable demands on the strengths and resourcefulness of administrators across the country. The processes of registering voters, and casting votes, have been carried out rigorously and transparently, and still attract high levels of public satisfaction. And our regulatory system on political finance has continued to prove its worth. But undeniably our system is showing strain, particularly in the context of continuing pressure on local authorities’ resources and capacity, and there are challenges which need to be faced. This includes the registration system needing modernisation, to make it fit for purpose in today’s world. We stand ready to provide our expertise and support to governments as they take their reform agendas forward and start to address these challenges, and we will fulfil our important role in helping to ensure effective delivery of changes.
Independence and impartiality are the core requirements of an effective Electoral Commission. In practice this means that such bodies should not be subject to the control of the Government of the day or any political party or any other body. The governance of the organisation should be such to ensure it carries out its responsibilities and duties in an impartial and professional manner towards all stakeholders. This is essential in building the confidence of the electorate and political parties in the electoral process. The UK Electoral Commission’s structural independence from government and political parties is grounded in law. We are accountable to the UK Parliament, specifically the Speaker’s Committee, which is chaired by the Speaker of the House of Commons and made up of a cross party group of MPs. We are also now similarly accountable to the legislatures in Scotland and Wales.
An Electoral Commission must be given sufficient statutory powers to carry out its role effectively. Recommendations made by the Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) were taken forward as part of the Political Parties and Elections Act 2009 that made some helpful changes. The governance of the Commission was strengthened by increasing the number of Electoral Commissioners to include a minority nominated by political parties represented in the UK Parliament. Further, the regulatory structure established by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 was enhanced by including a more proportionate range of sanctions to apply when rules are broken and more appropriate investigatory powers so we can require evidence from anyone with relevant information. These statutory powers have enabled us to act proportionately to secure compliance with the rules and thereby be a more effective regulator.
An Electoral Commission must also have the skilled human resources and appropriate financial resources to carry out its role and functions effectively. Every year we submit an estimate of our income and expenditure, together with our work plan, to the Speaker’s Committee for examination and approval. The Speaker’s Committee examines these estimates and decides whether it is satisfied that our estimates and plans are consistent with the economical, efficient and effective discharge of our functions. The CSPL also from time to time takes an active interest in the Commission’s functions and remit. 
Should the House of Lords Select Committee wish to make recommendations about the Commission that arise from its current work on the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013, we would be pleased to consider such, including as appropriate with the Government, the Speaker’s Committee and, or the CSPL.
a.  [supplementary] Are there any countries whose electoral regulators are leading the way in terms of electoral registration and administration? How have you sought to learn from them and what stands in the way of the UK following international best practice in these areas?
Electoral regulators vary substantially in relation to their roles and responsibilities. For example, while the UK Electoral Commission oversees elections and the electoral registration process, other bodies, such as the Australian Electoral Commission and Elections Canada, are directly responsible for running federal elections and maintaining their respective electoral registers. It is therefore important when comparing electoral regulators to take account of the different ways in which the electoral process is organised, as well as the unique constitutional, legal and political context. This can sometimes have an impact on the scope for reform.
We have an excellent reputation internationally and established strong links with a number of electoral regulators around the world. We regularly host meetings with international delegations visiting the UK; devise tailored international programmes and briefing events (for example, through the four countries conference, which brings together the electoral regulators of Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the UK); and respond to requests for information, speakers and essays. This approach fosters the exchange of ideas and approaches and mutual learning.
Electoral registration is an area where the UK can benefit from international best practice. As referred to in this response document, we undertook desk research on other countries’ experiences of electoral registration reform to inform the feasibility studies published last year and our understanding of whether models from overseas could be applied or adapted to the UK. We concluded that a range of new and established democracies around the world had already made significant changes to their systems, reflecting rapidly changing demographic and digital communication trends. The comparative exercise was helpful in exploring the different ways in which more data driven and flexible electoral registration approaches (including more direct or automatic enrolment procedures) have been implemented and with what results, as well as highlighting key similarities and differences that would need to be taken into account in developing solutions suitable for the UK. 
13. What is your view of the wider state of UK electoral law? Does it need a comprehensive overhaul and if so how should this task be undertaken?
Electoral law is increasingly voluminous, complex and outdated: many new types of elections and referendums have been added in the last 20 years and significant new policies have been implemented.
There is an urgent need for simplified and modernised electoral law, to underpin efficiency, innovation and voter confidence in electoral administration and campaign regulation.
This is not just a technical or legal problem – there are real costs and impacts for voters, campaigners and election officials. The current framework also makes it much harder to innovate or introduce improvements that would make a real difference in areas that matter most.
The Law Commissions of England, Wales and Scotland, working with the Electoral Commission, the Cabinet Office and other key stakeholders, have now published the final report of their detailed review of electoral law. They have made recommendations to simplify and modernise the law that would help improve how elections are run. The UK’s governments need to commit resources and time to reform electoral law, building on these comprehensive and well-supported recommendations.
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