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Dear Mr Crawford 
 
SCOTTISH INDEPENDENCE REFERENDUM: IMPLICATIONS OF TURNOUT AND LESSONS 
LEARNED 
 
I write with reference to your letter of 15 October 2014 concerning the above.   In your 
letter you outline the particular areas of interest of your committee as it reviews the 
conduct of the recent Referendum and specifically identify the ways in which the 
administration of the poll was managed in the context of what was an historically high level 
of turnout.  I note that you have requested an initial response by mid-November and that 
you anticipate that there may be a call for oral evidence on these topics at a later date.    As 
Chief Counting Officer I am happy to provide some comments on these matters.   These 
comments have also been informed by discussions with colleagues in SOLAR, the SAA and 
the AEA and they reflect the position of these professional organisations, as well as my 
own.  I propose to address the issues you raise within three domains:  preparations for a 
high turnout, effectiveness of these preparations and lessons learned. 
 
These comments should also be seen in the context of the current state of the “Referendum 
Project” -  as Chief Counting Officer I and my team am in the midst of a number of strands of 
work related to the conclusion of the various workstreams of the project, as are the 32 
Counting Officers and their own teams.  This includes a full lessons learned exercise.  While I 
and the 32 Counting Officers have had an initial debrief with our teams, more detailed 
reviews are in process to identify lessons learned on which we will build and develop the 
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planning and delivery of future electoral events in Scotland.   What I offer here therefore is 
necessarily only a brief overview. 
 
Preparations for a high turnout 
 
As Chief Counting Officer my initial planning for the delivery of the Referendum involved the 
identification of an objective for my work and four principles to support that 
objective.  These were identified in a paper to the EMB which was considered at their 
meeting on 27 September 2013 and is attached.  The Scottish Independence Referendum 
Act specified the legal responsibilities of the CCO role, however in order practically to guide 
my operation and planning I committed to a simple objective to shape my work:  The 2014 
Scottish Independence Referendum will deliver a result that will be trusted.   I understood 
that  referendum would  take place in a period of heightened political debate and I was 
concerned first and foremost to ensure that the process, security, integrity and accuracy of 
the administration of the referendum must not be in question.  All project planning, 
guidance, directions, communications and performance management were intended to 
support that objective.   I was also very much aware that in this context of close voter 
engagement that the turnout was likely to be high. 
 
To deliver this objective I identified four principles around which to plan and deliver my 
work.  These flowed from the objective but were also consistent with the premise on which 
the EMB is predicated: that the interests of the voter should be at the centre of all decision-
making related to electoral events. Specifically, the guiding principles of the CCO, were: 
 

 There should be no barriers to any voter taking part (accessibility); 

 Voters should have the same experience wherever they are in Scotland 

(consistency); 

 The referendum will be administered efficiently; and 

 The referendum will produce results that are accepted as accurate (integrity). 

Again it can be seen each of these principles had an application to handling an anticipated 
high turnout.   
 
My work in the planning and delivery of the Referendum approached the event as a 
“project” to be managed under a formal project management approach, based around a 
PRINCE2 format.  Within this there were a number of workstreams but with respect to the 
preparations for a high turnout the two relevant ones were Governance and Guidance.   
 
“Governance” addressed the overall control of the planning of the referendum and the 
process by which I maintained an assurance that all Counting Officers were preparing 
adequately to deliver an event to the standards required by legislation and within the 
context of my objectives and principles.  This involved a series of directions that I made to 
COs and EROs  and a Performance Management Framework that I established to ensure 
that adequate preparations were in place across the country. 



 
Working with my CCO Team I made a total of nine directions to Counting Officers and 
EROs,  issued  on 2 May 2014 (also attached).   The directions were intended to support 
confidence in the result by promoting both consistency and contingency.  The directions 
were made following consultation with Counting Officers, Electoral Registration Officers, 
political parties, campaigners, the Electoral Commission and the Electoral Management 
Board for Scotland and its advisers including the Scottish Government and the Scotland 
Office. A number of responses were made to the consultation and the directions were 
revised in some areas in response. My focus was on ensuring that all elements of planning 
and delivery were undertaken with the interests of the voter at the heart of all decisions.  
 
Prime in my directions was a concern to ensure that Counting Officers could cope with a 
high  - and perhaps an unprecedented – turnout.   The first direction stated: 
 

COs must provide sufficient polling stations to ensure that voters will be able to cast 
their vote without having to wait in a queue for an unacceptable time. There should 
be a maximum of 800 electors, excluding postal voters, allocated to each polling 
station.  COs may wish to consider employing peripatetic staff who could respond to 
specific pressures which arise at polling, or to consider providing additional staff to 
address busy periods such as early evening.  Where a CO chooses to allocate more 
than 800 electors to a polling station then that CO must provide me with a 
satisfactory explanation of how their proposed arrangements will address expected 
turnout.  

 
This direction was predicated on a 75% turnout of such electors, with a resultant 600 voters 
attending the polling station over the 900 minutes of polling day.   The letter making these 
direction stated that: 
 

Any CO who cannot fully comply with any direction must write to me and provide a 
satisfactory explanation of why they will not be able to adhere to the terms of the 
direction. Any such requests would be considered through a structured process in the 
context of the need to promote consistency and measures to assure confidence in the 
result. 

 
In general terms, Counting Officers did comply with my direction with respect to the 
allocation of voters to polling places,  adding additional stations within established polling 
places. Where for reasons of space or other physical limitations, Counting Officers made a 
variety of arrangements, including engaging additional staff in the form of a second polling 
clerk or “information officers” to signpost voters to the correct station first time. In addition, 
some areas designated peripatetic staff to cope with particular pressure points or increased 
staff resources at the normal busy periods in the any electoral event. Counting Officers 
deployed more “polling station inspectors” than would normally be the case. Across the 
country around 12,150 Presiding officers and Polling Clerks were deployed, together with a 
further 900 polling place inspectors and other staff. All of the actions will of course have a 
financial impact and it is hoped that the Scottish Government will reimburse all expenditure 
reasonably incurred. I also established an exception procedure to assess submissions from 
Counting Officers where they were unable to adhere to the terms of any direction. Almost 
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all requests for exception were related to the polling scheme direction and, after making 
appropriate enquiries, I was able to grant a exception in each and every case. 
 
The importance with which the I and my staff viewed this preparation is reflected it being an 
element of the Performance Management Framework that was used to give assurance to 
the CCO of the preparations of the Counting Officers.    This required  COs to confirm that 
they had allocated “polling station staff in accordance with the CCO's direction?” (question 8 
of template 1) 
 
My sixth direction also addressed concerns with respect to a potentially high turnout: 

 
A particularly high turnout is anticipated. COs should ensure printing of 120% of the 
ballot papers required for both postal voters and those who vote in person at polling 
stations.  
This will provide an appropriate contingency in case of unexpected printing problems, 
damage to or loss of ballot papers. This degree of contingency also reflects the use of 
two official marks for ballot books and postal ballot papers.  
 

This direction was intended to ensure that there would always be sufficient ballot papers 
available to  facilitate polling, even in the event that a particular polling place was made 
unavailable through for example fire or flood.  Contingency papers would be available for 
dispatch to allow polling to continue elsewhere even in the context of a high turnout such 
that there were no “spare” papers.  Procedures were in place to account for all such papers 
so that every paper was reconciled and traced, but there would through this approach be 
sufficient papers to address the risk of substantial numbers being made unavailable or 
destroyed. 
 
In addition, this direction also recognised that the ballot papers would be ordered and 
printed before the close of the register so that the volumes ordered had to be sufficient to 
allow for a substantial growth in the registered electorate in the days leading up to the 
referendum in the context of the campaign activity. 
 
The “Guidance” workstream addressed the creation of  a set of Guidance materials and 
other documentation to support COs in the planning and delivery of the referendum.  Again 
much of this material was focussed on preparing for and facilitating a high turnout.  This 
material is also available on the EMB website.     
 
Part B – Planning and Organisation – included a number of points of guidance to encourage 
COs to plan for a significant turnout, for example:   
 

 2.3 You can use your experience of staffing at the European Parliamentary Elections to 

inform your recruitment process for the referendum, while taking into account that the 

turnout at the referendum will almost certainly be much higher and that additional staff 

will almost certainly be needed. 

 2.18 In deciding on the allocation of electors and staff to polling stations, you should 

consider:-  expected turnout levels – high turnout levels have been predicted for the 
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referendum and the levels appropriate for the most recent electoral event – the 

European Parliamentary Elections – are very unlikely to be adequate for a high level of 

turnout.  

 2.26 You should make arrangements to appoint polling station inspectors to visit and inspect 

polling stations on your behalf on the day of the referendum. In deciding on the allocation of 

polling station inspectors to polling places, you should consider: expected turnout levels and 

any particular local circumstances (in particular, any history of problems in the polling 

stations on the route);  

 
Part C – Administering the Poll also stressed the need to plan for a high turnout: 
 

 3.37 For this referendum, a high turnout is anticipated. The Chief Counting Officer has 

directed that you should base your print-run on 100% turnout of eligible electors together 

with an additional contingency of 20% in case of unexpected printing problems or of loss or 

damage to ballot papers. Your print run should be based on the registers (including the 

number of electors on the register of young voters) in force at the time of printing, with 

provision made for any extras that may be required to deal with any additions to the register 

after that point. 

 4.17 It is strongly recommended that you allocate ballot papers to polling stations based on 

100% turnout of eligible electorate. 

 4.37 Good planning and flexible staffing should minimise the risk of there being queues. 

However, you still need to be prepared to deal with any queues should they arise. 

 
Guidance Material produced included a Handbook for all Polling Station staff.  This was 
issued to every Polling Clerk and Presiding Officer across Scotland.  Again this addressed a 
number of issues about preparing for high turnout, for example there were a number of 
issues about the management of queues that might develop, e.g. Page 24: “Inform the 
referendum office immediately in the event of a queue existing or building up in the lead-up 
to the close of poll. If there is more than one polling station in the building, check that 
anyone waiting to vote is at the correct polling station for their address. Make sure that 
nobody joins the queue after 10pm.” 
 
In addition to this formal set of materials, the need to plan for and facilitate a high turnout 
was embedded in the Communications strategy that was implemented in advance of 
polling.   In several interviews that I gave as Chief Counting Officer to various newspapers 
and broadcast media, I made a point of encouraging voters if possible to plan their visits to 
polling stations for quieter times of the day. 
 
Registration 
 
While this response has focussed on the preparations made by Counting Officers, the role of 
the Electoral Registration Officers must also be recognised.  An accurate and comprehensive 
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electoral register is fundamental to any electoral event.  The Scottish Independence 
Referendum involved a number of innovations with respect to the register which placed 
new pressures and responsibilities on EROs, with 16 and 17 year olds receiving the franchise 
and a range of new provisions being implemented for absent voting.  Preparation for an 
increased turnout is one element of preparation but separately there was also a substantial 
amount of work involved in supporting the development of a larger electoral register, driven 
by the extension of the franchise and by an increased level of political engagement due to 
the nature of the debate. 
 
A review document is attached in which the EROs outline their review of some of the 
challenges of the Scottish Independence Referendum.  However, in summary it is clear that 
EROs devoted substantial time and resources to plan for and facilitate the work associated 
with supporting the growth of the register.  This involved significant overtime, the 
establishment of new contact centre services and communication strategies to handle the 
volume of applications and queries that were a consequences of the new rules and the 
revised deadlines.  
 
Effectiveness of these preparations 
 
In the event of course the turnout was huge.  Scotland had 4,283,938 eligible voters for the 
referendum. The number of votes cast was 3,623,344, which gave an overall national 
turnout of 84.6%.  Across the 32 different counting areas, this varied: 
 

   

Turnout 

 

Electorate Votes Counted % 

Aberdeen City 175,751 143,664 81.7 

Aberdeenshire 206,490 180,045 87.2 

Angus 93,656 80,300 85.7 

Argyll & Bute 72,014 63,516 88.2 

Clackmannanshire 39,974 35,411 88.6 

Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar 22,908 19,758 86.2 

Dumfries and Galloway 122,052 106,775 87.5 

Dundee 118,764 93,592 78.8 

East Ayrshire 99,682 84,262 84.5 

East Dunbartonshire 86,844 79,011 91.0 

East Lothian 81,947 71,798 87.6 

East Renfrewshire 72,993 66,021 90.4 

City of Edinburgh 378,039 319,022 84.4 

Falkirk 122,460 108,626 88.7 

Fife 302,165 254,163 84.1 

Glasgow 486,296 364,664 75.0 

Highland 190,787 165,976 87.0 

Inverclyde 62,486 54,601 87.4 

Midlothian 69,620 60,396 86.8 



Moray 75,173 64,205 85.4 

North Ayrshire 113,941 96,173 84.4 

North Lanarkshire 268,738 226,883 84.4 

Orkney 17,806 14,907 83.7 

Perth & Kinross 120,052 104,285 86.9 

Renfrewshire 134,745 117,612 87.3 

Scottish Borders 95,542 83,526 87.4 

Shetland 18,516 15,635 84.4 

South Ayrshire 94,895 81,716 86.1 

South Lanarkshire 261,193 222,927 85.3 

Stirling 69,043 62,225 90.1 

West Dunbartonshire 71,128 62,532 87.9 

West Lothian 138,238 119,115 86.2 

Total Scotland 4,283,938 3,623,344 84.6 

 
 
 
However, despite this unprecedented turnout, there were no incidents of any voters being 
unable to cast their ballot due to busy polling places.  There were a number of reports of 
queues at polling stations at the start of the day, but there were no queues at the close of 
poll.  I am aware of some other incidents of busy polling places reported during the day, but 
in each case the Counting Officer was able to deal with them through the provision of 
additional staff deployed to cover any particular pressures.  Clearly, the final levels of both 
registration and turnout both in person and by post were at the limits of what anyone 
anticipated. However, although polling day was a busy one throughout the length and 
breadth of the country there were no reported instances of excessive queuing. 
 
It was encouraging that such a large turnout did not lead to any problems in terms of polling 
places being overwhelmed or of voters being discouraged from voting.  I believe that the 
preparations that COs made, under my direction and informed by my Guidance material 
was responsible for this successful element of the referendum and the provision of 
appropriate polling facilities for all who wanted to participate.  One of my key objectives – 
accessibility and the prevention of any barriers to voting – was certainly achieved. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
As CCO I and my team learned a number of important lessons to inform the planning and 
delivery of future electoral events.  I am particularly pleased that these lessons did not flow 
from things that went wrong, but rather the lack of problems in the face of a huge turnout 
endorsed the strategy that I had put in place to plan for and accommodate a substantial 
turnout.  In any future event where there was a sensible anticipation of a large turnout, 
then I would again seek to take the same steps, which I would summarise as: 
 

1. Ensure sufficient polling stations – based on a sensible allocation of around 800 voters in 

person 



2. Ensure sufficient ballot papers – giving appropriate contingency to cope with the loss of one 

or more polling places and their papers 

3. Train staff to cope with queues. 

4. Implement a communications strategy that encourages voters to attend at quieter times. 

 
In the weeks following the Referendum I have had the opportunity to reflect on the event 
and in particular in my role.   I do welcome the chance to submit this evidence to the 
Committee and would also welcome an opportunity to discuss and develop any of these 
points to the Committee in oral evidence, if that would be helpful to the work of the 
Committee.  I would also note that the Committee itself made an important contribution to 
the success of this event through its scrutiny of the legislation which raised a number of 
these issues. 
 
If there are any issues on which further clarification would be helpful,  I and my team would 
be delighted to provide further information. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Mary Pitcaithly OBE 
Chief Counting Officer for the Scottish Independence Referendum 
Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
 
 
 


