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Devolution (Further Powers) Committee 

 
Electoral Management Board Evidence Session – Written Evidence 

 
Background 
 
This paper provides the written evidence that has been submitted by witnesses at 
the evidence session on 11 December 2014.  Written evidence has been received 
from: 
 

 Mary Pitcaithly, Chief Counting Officer at the Scottish Independence 
Referendum, Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 

 
 Ian Milton, Grampian Assessor & Electoral Registration Officer, Chair of the  

Scottish Assessors Association (SAA) Electoral Registration Committee and 
Member of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 

 
The written evidence from the Chief Counting Officer is in three parts.  These are: 

 A written response to the Convener (pages 2-9 of this paper), 
 An Electoral Management Board report dated 30 August 2013 (pages 10-13 

of this paper), and 
 An Elections Scotland ‘Handbook for Polling Staff’ (pages 15-77 of this 

paper). 
 
The written evidence from the Scottish Assessors Association is in two parts and is 
as follows: 
 

 A written response reviewing the electoral administration of the referendum 
(pages 78-84 of this paper), and 

 A Performance Management Framework template for electoral administrators 
(page 85 of this paper). 
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Devolution (Further Powers) Committee 

11 December 2014 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE CHIEF COUNTING OFFICER, MARY 
PITCAITHLY 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Bruce Crawford 
Convener 
Devolution (Further Powers) Committee/Referendum (Scotland) Bill Committee  
c/o Clerk to the Committee 
Room T2.60 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
 
Tel: 0131 348 5951 
referendum.committee@scottish.parliament.uk 
 

 
 
 

 
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 
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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 
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. 
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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 
referendum and the levels appropriate for the most recent electoral event – the 
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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 
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 
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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 



DFP/S4/14/7/1 
 

8 
 

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. 
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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 
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ELECTORAL MANAGEMENT BOARD FOR SCOTLAND 

 

REPORT  Scottish Independence Referendum:  

The Chief Counting Officer’s Approach 

 

MEETING  30 August 2013 

BACKGROUND 

1. The Scottish Independence Referendum Bill identifies the Convener of the Electoral 

Management Board for Scotland (EMB) as Chief Counting Officer (CCO) for the Referendum on 

Scottish Independence to be held on 18 September 2014.  This report outlines the approach 

that the Convener will take to the role, identifying the objective to be achieved, the principles 

to which she will operate and the style to be adopted.  A related report on the specific 

governance approach and project management arrangements for the Referendum is also to 

be considered at this meeting. 

MAIN REPORT 

Role of the CCO 

2. The Scottish Independence Referendum Bill defines the rules by which the 18 September 
referendum on independence is to be run.  The Convener of the EMB is to be appointed as 
CCO, with overall national responsibility for delivering the poll.  Specifically these functions are 

defined in the legislation as “ensuring the proper and effective conduct of the referendum, 
including the conduct of the poll and the counting of votes, in accordance with this Act”. 

3. In support of this, the CCO has powers to  

 require information from the Counting Officers; 

 issue directions to Counting Officers and EROs; 

 appoint staff; and 

 require a council to provide, or ensure the provision of, such property, staff and 
services, as may be required by the Chief Counting Officer for the carrying out of 
the Chief Counting Officer’s functions 

4. The CCO has overall responsibility for the referendum and a suite of project governance 
structures are being implemented to plan and deliver the event to the highest standards of 
project management.  These formal governance structures are being adopted in order to 
achieve certain objectives.  The CCO also wishes to confirm the adoption of those principles 
which have successfully delivered recent elections and to clarify the specific duties of the CCO 
in relation to the Referendum.   
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Project Governance 

5. A separate report is being considered on this agenda specifying the formal project governance 
structures for the Referendum, outlining the different workstreams and the approaches that 
will be taken to plan, monitor and assess the CCO’s responsibilities.  An approach based on 
PRINCE2 is being adopted, which gives clarity to the objectives of the project and puts in place 
clear mechanisms for monitoring the delivery of the different workstreams to give an 
assurance that the work is being completed to the required standards and timescales. 

Objectives 

6. The Act specifies the legal responsibilities of the CCO.  However in order practically to guide 
her operation and planning she has committed to a simple objective to shape her work: 

The 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum will deliver a result that will be trusted.  

7. The referendum will take place in a period of heightened political debate and the CCO must 
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   will support this objective. 

Principles 

8. The CCO will also operate to clear principles to deliver this objective.  These flow from the 
objective but are consistent with the rule 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. 

9. Specifically, the guiding principles of the CCO, as discussed and agreed at previous meetings of 
the EMB are: 

 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). 

10. Accessibility.  By its nature a referendum is seeking to determine the views of an electorate 
on a particular matter.  In order to lend legitimacy to the decision, particularly where there 
are strong feelings around and commitments to the different options, it is vital that as many 
of those who are entitled to vote are able to take part.  The CCO is therefore committed to 
removing any barriers which might make participation a challenge. 

11. Consistency.  While the referendum will be delivered locally by the 32 Counting Officers, 
supported by the 15 EROs, cross the different voting areas, it is a national event.   There is only 
one result in the referendum: the national result which consists of the aggregate of votes 
across the whole country.  As such it is vital that there is a consistent approach nationally with 
respect to the fundamentals of how the poll is managed.  All voters must have an equal 
opportunity to take part and must be enabled to do so from a common and consistent 
position in terms of information and access to the polls. 

12. Efficiency.  As a major national electoral event there will necessarily be significant costs 
associated with the operation of the referendum.  The CCO recognises the broader public 
sector context in which the event is to be delivered however and will look to oversee a 
referendum which is administered efficiently and takes full responsibility for the management 
of public money. 
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13. Integrity.  Electoral integrity is key.  While there is no recent history of electoral fraud in 
Scotland, the body of Returning / Counting Officers do not and cannot take this for granted.  
Secure polls undertaken to the highest standards of transparency and integrity are only 
achieved through the consistent vigilance of dedicated staff and the implementation of closely 
monitored procedures. 

Approach : Consensus, Guidance  and Directions 

14. The electoral community in Scotland is a relatively close grouping, with a good history of 
working together to deliver consistent national electoral events.  Returning Officers, their 
Deputes, Electoral Registration Officers and Electoral Administrators operate closely and have 
a record of mutual support.   

15. The Electoral Management Board for Scotland has built on these strong relationships since its 
inception, initially as an interim body and then as a formal Board created by the Electoral 
Administration (Scotland ) Act 2011, which gave the Convener responsibilities for the 
coordination of the Local Government Elections in May 2012.  The experience of the Convener 
in undertaking that role was reported on in the EMB’s first Annual Report to the Scottish 
Parliament.   

16. These foundations and this history inform the style with which the CCO wishes to operate.  
While the Scottish Independence Referendum Act gives the CCO power to direct Counting 
Officers and EROs, the intention is to operate by consensus and guidance wherever possible 
with directions limited to those areas where consistency is vital.  The CCO recognises that 
there are elements of the delivery of the referendum in which local flexibility is appropriate.  
As long as there is no danger posed to the achievement of her objectives and the principles of 
the CCO’s approach are observed, then there may be some local variation in approach.  
However in order to deliver the referendum consistently to the standards required, the CCO is 
minded to make some directions within a broader framework of guidance, support and 
performance management.  Much detailed planning is underway looking at the production of 
guidance and performance management. As an element of this the CCO is considering those 
areas of the delivery of the referendum around which she may issue directions. 

Guidance 

17.  The CCO will be issuing guidance to all Counting Officers which will provide a comprehensive 
set of documentation outlining best practice with respect to the key elements of the 
administration of the referendum: Planning, Administering the Poll, Absent Voting, the Count 
and Post Election issues.  It is the expectation of the CCO that COs will adhere to principles of 
this guidance. 

Direction 

18. In addition to CO’s operating according to this guidance the CCO intends to direct COs to take 
some specific approaches in areas which will achieve appropriate consistency nationally and 
which are specifically “voter facing”.  It is anticipated that this set of directions will be limited 
but will include instructions, to be determined, in areas including: 

 The date of dispatch of poll cards; 

 The date of dispatch of postal votes; 

 Count timing and count model; and 

 The method by which local figures are to be communicated with the CCO to allow the 
collation of the national result. 
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Performance Management Framework 

19. The CCO also intends to undertake active and live performance monitoring of COs through a 
Performance Management Framework.  This will be included in the guidance issued to COs 
and COs will be directed to adhere to the framework and to submit the evidence required to 
allow their performance against those standards to be monitored. 

20. In order for the CCO to have assurance regarding the performance of COs in delivering the key 
voter facing elements of the referendum consistently, COs will be directed to confirm and if 
appropriate provide evidence that they are achieved the required milestones in the 
Performance Management Framework. 

21. The performance management framework is still under development but it is likely that COs 
will be required to complete checklists to confirm that they have completed the required 
elements of the planning and preparation by the appropriate deadlines. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

22. It is recommended that :  

 The EMB note the contents of this report, specifically: 

o The CCO’s objective; 

o The CCO’s principles; and 

o The CCO’s intended style of governance. 

 This objective, principles and approach are communicated to the EROs and COs through an 
EMB Bulletin and the EMB website; and 

 Other stakeholders including Government, the Electoral Commission and campaigners are 
made aware of these principles. 

23. The EMB are asked to consider the proposals in this report for an approach to Guidance, 
Direction and Performance Management.  This framework is intended to support the 
objective and operating principles of the CCO with an overall desire to achieve consistency in 
the elements of the referendum which directly impact the voter.  Comments from the EMB 
will inform the final framework that is developed and which will be taken to SOLACE for 
discussion. 

 

 

 ELECTORAL MANAGEMENT BOARD FOR SCOTLAND Mary Pitcaithly Convener of 

the Board  

 
 c/o Elections Office City of Edinburgh Council Room 9/48 City Chambers, 249 High Street, Edinburgh EH1 1YJ, 
Tel 0131 469 3126|  

 
 FOR THE ATTENTION OF ALL  
COUNTING OFFICERS &  
ALL ELECTORAL 
REGISTRATION OFFICERS  
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Translations and other formats 
 
This document can be made available in certain alternative formats.  For further 
information, contact Ros Wilson at ros.wilson@edinburgh.gov.uk,  
telephone 0131 469 3820. 

mailto:ros.wilson@edinburgh.gov.uk
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Foreword by Mary Pitcaithly OBE  
Chief Counting Officer 
 
 

 
 
 
On Thursday 18 September 2014 Scottish voters will be asked whether they wish 
Scotland to be an independent country.  This referendum is an historic occasion and, 
as Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland, I have the privilege 
and the responsibility of co-ordinating the way in which it is conducted.  My aim is 
simple – that the 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum will deliver a result 
that will be trusted as accurate.   
 
Your work in the polling station will ensure that voters and agents will have a positive 
experience on the day of the referendum while the accuracy of your paperwork will 
make a vital contribution to the timeliness of your local count and of the national 
result. 
 
In addition to this guidance, your Counting Officer will provide you with training, with 
particular instructions for your own area and with support on the day of the 
referendum itself.  Read all the information you are given carefully, as this will help 
you carry out your duties and deal with any issues that may occur. 
 
My thanks are due to all those who have assisted my team in preparing this 
guidance, but particularly to you, who, as members of the polling station team, will 
use it to deliver a first-class polling station experience to the voters of Scotland on 
Thursday 18 September. 
 
 
 
Mary Pitcaithly OBE 
Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
Chief Counting Officer 
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1 Introduction  
 
This handbook is designed to assist 
polling station staff working at the 
Scottish Independence Referendum on 
Thursday 18 September 2014.  It 
describes the procedures to be followed 
and how to deal with any issues that 
may arise.  

As members of the polling station 

team, you play a central role in the 

referendum.  Your role is vital in 

ensuring that voters and agents have 

confidence in the referendum process.  
 

You will receive training on your role, 

but you must still read this handbook 

carefully in advance of the day of the 

referendum to ensure that you are 

familiar with all the processes 

described in it. 

References are made throughout this 
handbook to the Counting Officer.  This 
is because most arrangements related 
to the conduct of the poll are the 
responsibility of the Counting Officer.   
In practice, however, it is the referendum  
office at your local council that will deal 
with the day-to-day preparations for the 
conduct of the referendum.   
 
Polling station staff will be given local 
contact details before the day of the 
referendum and this will most likely be, 
in the first instance, the referendum 
office.  
 
You must be aware that any person who 
is or has been involved in campaigning 
for a particular outcome in the 
referendum is debarred by law from 
employment in a polling station.  So if 
you are, or have been, actively 
campaigning you must turn down any 
offer of appointment to a polling station 

post.  Advise your referendum office as 
quickly as possible so they can appoint 
another person to the post. 
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2  The referendum and the polling station 
team  

 
The Scottish Independence 
referendum 

 
On Thursday 18 September 2014, 
voters in Scotland will be asked to vote 
on independence.  The referendum 
question is  
 
“Should Scotland be an independent 
country?”  
 
Voters will be asked to place their cross 
in either the Yes or No box.  The 
successful option will be the one that 
gains a majority of votes nationally. 
 
The Chief Counting Officer, Counting 
Officers and Electoral Registration 
Officers 

 
The Chief Counting Officer is Mary 
Pitcaithly, OBE, Convener of the 
Electoral Management Board for 
Scotland.  She is responsible for the 
overall conduct of the referendum in 
Scotland and is supported by a Counting 
Officer in each local authority area.  
Each Counting Officer has a referendum 
team which deals with the administration 
and the organisation of the local poll and 
count, including the staffing of the polling 
stations.   
 
Electoral Registration Officers are 
responsible for compiling and 
maintaining the electoral register and the 
lists of postal and proxy voters.   
 
Most commonly, you will have contact 
with members of the referendum team 
and staff in the Electoral Registration 
Office to support you in your referendum 
duties.   

The polling place, the polling station 
and the polling station team 

 
Although many voters will cast their 
votes by post, most will do so in person 
at a polling station within a polling place. 

It is important to know the difference 
between a polling place and a polling 
station.  A polling place is the building 
(such as a school or church hall) in 
which polling takes place.  A polling 
station is the particular location within a 
polling place (such as a room, or a part 
of a room) where voters cast their votes.  
So a polling place can contain one or 
more polling stations. 

The Counting Officer at your council will 
decide how many staff are needed for 
each polling place and how they are 
deployed.  Staffing needs will differ 
depending on the number of polling 
stations in each place and the number of 
voters assigned there. 
 
There are two main staff roles at a 
polling station - the Presiding Officer and 
the Poll Clerk.  Each polling station will 
be assigned to a particular Presiding 
Officer who will be assisted by one or 
more Poll Clerks.  
 
Where there is more than one polling 
station in the polling place, one of the 
Presiding Officers will have responsibility 
for the management of the polling place 
overall.   
 
The Counting Officer may also appoint 
Polling Station Inspectors to tour the 
polling stations throughout the local area 
on the day of the referendum. 
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Roles and responsibilities of the 
polling station team 

 
The role of all polling staff is to ensure 
that voters can cast their vote in secret, 
free from influence and in a calm 
atmosphere.  
 
Both the Presiding Officer and the Poll 
Clerk must be able to carry out each 
other’s duties if required.  However, 
Presiding Officers have overall 
responsibility for the polling station and 
carry out an additional supervisory role. 
 
In law, there are a certain duties that 
only Presiding Officers can carry out.  
These are:  
 

 requesting a police officer to remove 
someone from a polling station (see 
Appendix 6) 

 asking the prescribed questions (see 
Appendix 5a)  

 limiting the number of accredited 
observers present at any one time 
(see Chapter 4 page 15). 
 

The paragraphs below list the main 
duties that may be required of polling 
staff.  You should note that the precise 
allocation of duties may vary, especially 
in polling stations where there is more 
than one Poll Clerk. 
 
Duties of the Presiding Officer  

 
Presiding Officers are responsible for 
the conduct of the ballot in the polling 
station and must have a sound 

knowledge of voting procedures.   

The Presiding Officer’s main duties are 
to:  
 

 comply with instructions issued by 
the Counting Officer  

 ensure the secrecy and security of 
the ballot  

 act impartially at all times 

 liaise, if required, with the key-holder 
of the building 

 organise the layout of the polling 
station if required to do so 

 instruct and supervise the work of 
the Poll Clerk(s) at the polling station 

 open and close the polling station on 
time 

 maintain order in the polling station  

 be polite and professional in dealing 
with voters, agents and others  

 take responsibility for and account 
for the ballot box, the ballot papers 
and the paperwork for the station  

 ask the prescribed questions of 
voters when necessary, including 
when asked to do so by agents or 
before the issue of a tendered ballot 
paper  

 ensure that the proper procedure for 
voting is followed 

 ensure that the corresponding 
number list is marked correctly  

 ensure that all ballot papers issued 
at the polling station bear the correct 
official mark and unique identifying 
number and that they are issued 
properly to eligible voters 

 deal with special voting procedures 
as required  

 receive and securely store any 
postal votes handed in to the station  

 monitor the activities of tellers 
outside polling places and ensure 
that they do not interfere with the 
voting process 
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 manage the attendance of those 
entitled to be present in the polling 
station including referendum and 
polling agents, representatives of 
the Electoral Commission, 
accredited observers and others and 
ensure that they do not interfere with 
the voting process  

 keep the polling station neat and tidy 

 remove any inappropriately sited 
campaign material  

 ensure that all signs and notices are 
clear, visible and remain in place 
throughout the day.  
 

Where there is more than one polling 
station in a building, the Counting Officer 
will designate one of the Presiding 
Officers to take an overall responsibility 
for the polling place.   
 
Duties of the Poll Clerk 

  

Poll Clerks do not have the 

responsibilities of the Presiding Officer, 

but they must still know all the 

procedures for voting and how to deal 

with any problems.  

The Poll Clerk’s main duties are to:  

 comply with the instructions of the 
Counting Officer and the Presiding 
Officer  

 ensure the secrecy and security of 
the ballot 

 act impartially at all times  

 assist with the layout of the polling 
station and prepare for the opening 
of the poll  

 be polite and professional in dealing 
with voters, agents and others  

 check that voters are eligible to vote 
in the referendum and at that 
particular polling station 

 check and mark off voters’ electoral 
numbers in the Polling List to show 
that they have voted 

 write the voter’s electoral number on 
the corresponding number list 
against the number of the ballot 
paper issued 

 issue ballot papers to voters when 
directed to do so by the Presiding 
Officer 

 ensure that all ballot papers issued 
from the station bear the correct 
official mark and the unique 
identifying number 

 answer voters’ questions in a 
friendly and professional way 

 help with any other polling station 
duties on the instruction of the 
Presiding Officer  

 assist the Presiding Officer to 
complete necessary procedures 
after the close of poll.  

 
Information Assistants 

 
In some areas, particularly in polling 
places with multiple polling stations, Poll 
Clerks may be asked to act as 
Information Assistants, directing voters 
to the appropriate polling station and 
answering their questions, or covering 
for staff breaks and generally assisting 
the rest of the polling team.  The senior 
Presiding Officer in every polling place 
will be responsible for assigning duties 
to team members to ensure that the best 
possible service to voters is provided 
throughout the day. 
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Polling Station Inspectors 
 
The Counting Officer may have 
appointed a team of Polling Station 
Inspectors to tour polling stations 
throughout polling day.  These 
inspectors are effectively part of the 
polling station team and are there to 
help you fulfil your duties as well as to 
check that things are running smoothly 
and in accordance with procedure.  They 
should not be confused with the official 
observers accredited by the Electoral 
Commission. 
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3  Before the day of the referendum  
 
Training for polling station staff  

 
To perform your duties effectively, you 
must be well-informed about the 
referendum and procedures in the 
polling station.  Even if you have already 
worked in a polling station on many 
occasions, you must not rely solely on 
your past experience.  Some procedures 
will certainly be different from last time. 

Reading the handbook is not enough.  
You must attend a training event 
organised by your Counting Officer.  
Failure to attend is likely to disqualify 
you from working at the referendum.   
 
Further training and practical information 
on dealing with polling station issues are 
available online on YouTube using the 
links below:- 
 

 Polling Staff training : 
http://youtu.be/qSyu4ajUdHM 

 Voter Scenarios 
http://youtu.be/b6Rp32lD_U4. 

 
These are excellent resources prepared 
by South Lanarkshire Council with 
support from the Electoral Management 
Board for Scotland.  Although they are 
not specific to the referendum, they deal 
clearly with issues that you may face in 
the polling station. 
 
Locating the polling place 

 
The council chooses the locations for 

the polling places in its area.  The 
Counting Officer decides how many 
polling stations are needed in each one 
and how many members of staff will be 
needed to run them. 

Do not assume that a polling place will 
be in the same place as it has been in 
previous years.  The Counting Officer 
will provide information on the location of 
the polling place and station to which 
you have been assigned when staff 
appointments are made.  You must 
make sure that you know how to get 
there. 
 
On the day of the referendum, the key-

holder should open the building not later 
than 6.30am.  The referendum office will 
have advised the operators of the 
buildings of the requirements for 
opening.  Where the key-holder will not 
be available to open the building, the 
referendum office will have made 
alternative arrangements.  In some 
circumstances, this may mean that the 
Presiding Officer will be expected to 
liaise with the key-holder to obtain keys 
and open the building.  If this is the 
case, your referendum office will let you 
know in advance. 

In these circumstances, Presiding 
Officers should check that they have all 
the relevant keys including any gate 
keys and any information relative to the 
operation of alarms.  They should make 
sure that they have the key-holder’s 
contact details readily available in case 
anything goes wrong.  

It is well worth your while undertaking a 
“dry run” of the journey before the day of 
the referendum so that you are clear on 
how to get there and how long it will 
take.  If you are unfamiliar with the area 
and are not travelling by car, you should 
check out the availability of public 
transport at the time you will be 
travelling.  
 

http://youtu.be/qSyu4ajUdHM
http://youtu.be/b6Rp32lD_U4
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Arriving in good time will enable you to 
ensure that the polling station is 
properly set up before the polls open at 
7am.  

You must ensure that you take enough 
food and drink to last for the whole of the 
day of the referendum, as you will not be 
able to leave the polling place while the 
polls are open.   
 
Contacting other members of the 
team  

 

If you know any other members of the 
polling team for your polling station 
place you could contact them in 
advance and compare notes.  When 
you attend your training session you 
could try to find out if the other 
members of the polling team for your 
location are present and make 
contact. 
 
Delivery or uplift of the ballot box 

 
Unless the ballot box is being delivered 
directly to the polling station, the 
Counting Officer will notify Presiding 
Officers of the arrangements for the 
collection of the box and all other 
relevant referendum materials.  Where 
the ballot box and other referendum 
materials are to be collected by the 
Presiding Officer and then kept at the 
Presiding Officer’s home, great care 
must be taken to ensure their security at 
all times.  In particular, no referendum 
materials should be left unattended in a 
car. 
 
Casting your own vote  

 
You should be thinking about how you 
will arrange to cast your own vote at the 
referendum. 
 

Firstly, you should make sure that you 
are registered to vote.  If you are not yet 
registered, you can obtain a registration 
form online at www.aboutmyvote.co.uk 
or from your local Electoral Registration 
Office or on its website.  The deadline 
for registration is midnight on Tuesday 
2 September 2014. 
 
You have a number of options in relation 
to the manner in which you vote.  If you 
are working in the council area in which 
you are registered to vote, you can still 
vote in person, although you could also 
vote by post or by proxy.  If you are 
registered to vote in a different council 
area from the one in which you are 
working, you cannot vote in person, but 
must arrange a postal or proxy vote. 
 
(a) Voting in person 
 
If you have been appointed to work at 
the polling station where you are 
assigned to vote, you can simply cast 
your vote in the normal way.  Choose a 
quiet time to vote when your absence 
from duty will not cause a problem. 
 
If you have been appointed to work at 
the polling place where you usually vote, 
but at a different polling station, it is also 
simple to vote.  Choose a quiet time to 
go to the polling station where you are 
due to vote and cast your vote in the 
usual way. 
 
If you are registered to vote in the 
council area where you are working on 
the day of the referendum, but at a 
different polling place, you can still vote 
in person by obtaining a certificate of 
employment from the Counting Officer.  
You can then vote at the polling station 
where you are working.  Again, choose a 
quiet time to cast your own vote.  The 
referendum office will advise you how to 
go about obtaining a certificate of 

http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/
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employment. 
 
If, however, you are registered to vote in 
a different council area from the one in 
which you are working, you CANNOT 
vote in person.  You must arrange a 
postal or proxy vote. 
 
(b) Voting by post 
 
Any registered voter is entitled to vote by 
post.  If you want to vote this way, you 
must apply to your local Electoral 
Registration Officer (ERO) not later than 
5pm on Wednesday 3 September 
2014.  You can obtain a registration form 
online at www.aboutmyvote.co.uk or 
from your own ERO’s website.  You do 
not need to supply any evidence that 
you are unable to vote in person. 
 
(c) Voting by proxy 
 
You can appoint a proxy to vote for you.  
This means that you nominate someone 
of your choice to cast your vote on your 
behalf.  If you want to vote this way, you 
must apply to your ERO not later than 
5pm on Wednesday 3 September 
2014.  You can obtain a registration form 
online at www.aboutmyvote.co.uk or 
from your own ERO’s website.  You will 
have to give information about why you 
want to vote by proxy. 
 
(d) Voting by emergency proxy 
 
If you are appointed to a polling station 
post after the deadline for applying for 
postal or ordinary proxy votes, i.e. after 
5pm on Wednesday 3 September 
2014, it is too late for you to arrange a 
postal vote but you could still apply for 
an emergency proxy.  Contact your local 
ERO to obtain an application form.   
 
If you apply up until Wednesday 10 
September 2014, you must explain why 

you need an emergency proxy vote but 
need not arrange for attestation (written 
confirmation) by another person.    
 
If, however, you apply on or after 
Thursday 11 September 2014 you will 
have to submit confirmation from the 
referendum office that you will be 
working at the referendum, are unable to 
vote in person because of your 
employment and that you only became 
aware of this after the deadline date for 
applying for a normal proxy vote.   
 
The deadline for emergency proxy 
applications is 5pm on the day of the 
referendum, but it would be in your 
interests to make proxy arrangements 
as soon as you know you will be working 
in the polling station. 
 

Standards of appearance 

 
You need to consider what you will wear 
on the day of the referendum.  The 
atmosphere at the polling station should 
be business-like and friendly and you 
should dress accordingly.  Since you will 
be there from early morning until late in 
the evening, you should also consider 
your personal comfort. 
 
Polling stations are often located in large 
halls or gyms which, because they are 
normally used for sporting activities, 
have limited heating.  You should ensure 
that you take some warm clothing.  If the 
room is very cold, you should contact 
your referendum office to request 
additional heating to be provided. 
 
Remember that you are a representative 
of the Counting Officer and must act 
impartially at all times.  This means that 
you must not wear any badges, slogans 
or colours that might bring your 
impartiality into question.

http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/
http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/


 

 

9 

 

  

4  The day of the referendum: before the 
poll opens 

 

The polling station must open at 7am 
precisely.  You must inform the 
referendum office as soon as 
possible if you have any problems 
that could prevent you from opening 
the polling station on time. 

 

Arriving at the polling station  

 
Presiding Officers and Poll Clerks must 
arrive at the polling station by 6.30am at 
the latest.  Make sure you allow enough 
time to get to the polling station – do not 
be late.  Polling station staff unavoidably 
detained or unable to attend the polling 
station must contact the referendum 
office as soon as possible.  

Presiding Officers must check that 
watches or clocks are accurate to 
ensure that the polling station is open 
on time.  

Take your appointment notification, this 
guide, the list of emergency contact 
numbers and any other local information 
issued by the Counting Officer with you 
to the polling station on the day of the 
referendum. 

Presiding Officers should check the Poll 
Clerk’s appointment notification and 
ensure that they are aware of the 
requirement of secrecy.  

What if the key-holder does not 
attend?  

 
If you have contact details for the key-
holder, try to make contact by telephone.  
If you have the key-holder’s home  

address and it is nearby, you could also 
consider sending a member of the 
polling station team to their home.  If you 
still can’t gain entry, contact the 
referendum office as early as possible to 
advise them of the situation and to ask 
for further instructions.  If necessary and 
where you have the materials to do so, 
set up a temporary polling station.  
There may be sufficient space at the 
entrance to the building, or even outside 
it.  In some cases, Presiding Officers 
have even used the back of a car.  
Whatever the situation, voters must be 
able to vote in secret from 7am onwards.  
 
Keep the referendum office and any 
agents and observers in attendance 
informed of whatever arrangements 
you make.  
 

Checking supplies and materials  

 
Some Counting Officers will supply the 
ballot box and related polling materials 
directly to polling stations.  If this is not 
the case in your area, Presiding 
Officers will be responsible for the 
transportation of the boxes and other 
materials.  The larger items, such as 
the polling booths, will normally have 
been delivered to the premises earlier. 
The Counting Officer will advise 
Presiding Officers of the arrangements.  

A checklist of polling station supplies 
will be provided with the ballot box and 
other materials.  If, on checking the 
contents, any items of equipment or 
materials listed on the inventory are 
missing, contact the referendum office 
immediately.  
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Materials should be checked on receipt.  
Take care when lifting the materials or 
equipment as they may be heavy (see 
Appendix 9 for information on health 
and safety).  

The Presiding Officer should check that 

the ballot papers are the correct ones 

for the polling station, that all bear the 

correct official mark on the front and 

the unique identifying number on the 

back and that there are no obvious 

errors in the numbering of the papers.  

Check that there are 100 ballot papers 

in each ordinary (white) ballot book.   

Put the ballot books in numerical order.  

You must check the numbers on the 

back of the ballot papers against those 

on the corresponding number list 

before polling begins.  The ballot 

papers must be issued in the same 

order as the numbers printed on the 

corresponding number list.  If the 

numbers do not match, or if there is 
any other problem with the ballot 

papers, contact the referendum office 

immediately.  

Do not issue ballot papers on which 
there are errors or where the printing is 
indistinct or unclear.  If you void a faulty 
ballot paper, remember also to void the 
entry on the corresponding number list. 
 
Polling station layout  

 

The first job on arrival will be to set up 

the polling station, unless this has 

already been done for you.  The layout 

of the room is important.  Poor layout 
could cause unnecessary confusion 

and access difficulties.  Appendix 11 

provides a checklist for polling station 

set-up and the display of notices.  Even 

if the polling station has already been 

set up for you, you should still check 

that it has been set up properly using 

the checklist.   

Caretakers may already have arranged 
the room, particularly if the referendum 
office has given them instructions on the 
layout of the polling station in advance.  
However, polling station staff may have 
to set up the room or rearrange the 
furniture.  Some polling booths are 
heavy so be careful when erecting or 
moving them.  See Appendix 9 for 
advice on health and safety issues.  

Rooms where polling takes place vary 
greatly, from gyms or church halls with 
numerous polling stations to small 
rooms containing only one.  
Obviously, there is no single layout 
which is suitable in all circumstances. 
Using the checklist, ensure that your 
polling station is set out in the best 
way for the voters who will be using it. 

The layout must work for the voter and 

contribute to the smooth running of the 

polling station.  In particular, the needs 

of voters with a range of disabilities 

must be considered.  

Remember that the ballot box should be 
placed where the Presiding Officer can 
place a hand over the slot if necessary.  
Sundries such as spare ballot books, 
essential forms and envelopes should 
be placed close to the polling team in 
such a way that they cannot be 
interfered with by others. 
 
When setting up the polling station, you 
should ask yourself these questions:- 

 Is the ballot box accessible for all 
voters?  

 Can a wheelchair user easily get 
around the polling station and its 
surrounding areas?  
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 Are all the polling booths set up in 
such a way to maintain the privacy 
of voting for all voters? 

 Is the low-level polling booth in the 
most appropriate position for 
wheelchair access, with sufficient 
space for a wheelchair to be 
manoeuvred comfortably? 

 Are the notices accessible for all 
voters?  

 Are the polling booths positioned to 
make best use of the available light?  

 Are the polling agents and observers 
positioned so that they do not 
interfere with the proceedings, but 
can still observe them?  

 Are there chairs available in the 
polling station for voters who cannot 
stand for long periods? 

 Are the spare ballot papers and 
other documents stored within reach 
of the polling team but in a place 
where they cannot be accessed by 
others? 

 Is the ballot box positioned at a 
height which will allow voters in 
wheelchairs to cast their votes 
without difficulty? 

 Is the ballot box located in such a 
way as to allow the Presiding Officer 
to put their hand over the slot if 
necessary? 
 

In all cases: 
 

 Use the checklist in Appendix 11 
when setting up the polling station or 
checking that it has been set up 
correctly.  

 Where there is more than one 
station in the polling place, make 
sure that the numbers of the stations 
are clearly displayed to avoid any 

confusion. 

 Make sure that the polling booths 
are placed so that people outside 
cannot see how voters are marking 
their ballot papers.  

 Arrange the ballot box and polling 
booths to ensure that they are 
accessible to all voters, yet fully 
visible to polling station staff. 

 Position the issuing table and the 
ballot box in such a way to prevent 
any voter from leaving the polling 
station without passing you and the 
ballot box. 

 Consider what arrangements you 
would need to make to be able to 
accommodate and deal with voters 
during busy periods.  

 Have at hand the referendum office 
and electoral registration office 
contact details and follow any 
enquiry procedures instructed by the 
Counting Officer should any issues 
arise during the day of the 
referendum.    
 

Remember that in a room where 

there is more than one polling 

station, the ballot boxes must be 

kept separate.  Otherwise, voters 
from one polling station may put 

their ballot paper in the wrong ballot 

box by mistake and neither of the 

ballot paper accounts for the two 

polling stations will tally. 

Even though the ballot boxes are 

kept separate, staff must remain 

vigilant as voters may still get 

confused about which ballot box 

they should use. 
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Signs and notices  

 
Think what each sign and notice is for 
when putting it up.  Walk the route the 
voter will follow, checking all signs and 
notices.  Some are directional while 
others provide information for voters.  
Ensure that they are positioned so that 
they can be read by all voters, including 
those in wheelchairs.  

Street bills (lists of streets showing the 
number of the polling station where 
those voters are due to vote) should be 
prominently displayed in such a way that 
voters can easily identify the polling 
station where they are assigned. 
 
The ‘Guidance for voters’ notice is 
to be displayed within each polling 
booth, as well as inside and 
outside the polling station.  It 
provides information on how to 
vote.  

If the Counting Officer has provided any 
notices in alternative languages and 
formats, e.g. in Braille, in languages 
other than English, or in pictorial 
formats.  These must also be displayed 
as instructed. 

A large sample copy of the ballot paper 
should be displayed inside the polling 
station, ideally in a well-lit location where 
voters can easily see it before being 
issued with their ballot paper. 

An enlarged hand-held copy of the ballot 
paper, marked ‘sample’, will also be 
supplied by the Counting Officer.  This 
can be given to voters who are partially 
sighted to take into the polling booth for 
reference when marking their ballot 
paper. It must be returned to you when 
they have voted.  Ensure that voters are 
aware it cannot be used to cast their 
vote. 

Make sure that there is no material that 
might be construed as supporting the 
views of any referendum campaign 
displayed in or on the premises.  If any 
such materials are found, they must be 
removed or covered up.  This could be a 
particular issue in schools where current 
affairs project work may be on display.  
Care should be taken when removing 
materials to ensure they are not 
damaged and they should be carefully 
replaced at the end of the poll. 
 
Who can be in the polling station?  

 
The law specifically provides for certain 
persons to be present in polling stations 
(in addition to polling station staff and 
voters).  These are:  

 persons under the age of 16 
accompanying voters  

 the companions of voters with 
disabilities  

 the Member of Parliament for the 
constituency in which the polling 
station is situated 

 the Member of the Scottish 
Parliament for the constituency in 
which the polling station is situated 

 the Members of the Scottish 
Parliament for the region in which 
the constituency is situated 

 the councillors for the electoral ward 
in which the polling station is 
situated 

 the Members of the European 
Parliament for the electoral region of 
Scotland 

 the Counting Officer and members 
of the Counting Officer’s staff  

 police officers on duty at the polling 
station  
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 referendum agents 

 polling agents appointed to attend at 
the polling station 

 representatives of the Electoral 
Commission 

 accredited observers; and 

 any other person the Presiding 
Officer permits to attend.  

 
Persons under the age of 16 
accompanying voters  

 
Persons under the age of 16 may 
accompany voters into the polling station 
to observe the voting procedure.  
Presiding Officers can limit the number 
of those under 16 allowed in the polling 
station at any one time if they consider 
their attendance to be impeding the 
proceedings in any way.  

Remember that the referendum is the 
first national electoral event at which 
young people aged 16 and 17 are 
eligible to vote.  So be sensitive in 
greeting and dealing with young people 
who may be voting for the first time 
rather than simply accompanying 
another voter. 
 
Companions of disabled voters 

  
Although many disabled voters will be 
able to vote without assistance, some 
will not, and those who cannot are 
entitled to bring someone with them to 
cast their vote.  When dealing with 
disabled voters who need the help of a 
companion, make sure that you directly 
address and respond to the voter and 
not just the companion.  
 
See Appendix 1 for further details, 
including information on what assistance 
the Presiding Officer may provide.  

Councillors, MPs, MSPs and MEPs 

 
By law, councillors for the ward in which 
the polling station is situated, the MP for 
its Westminster constituency, the MSP 
for its Scottish Parliament Constituency, 
the MSPs for its Scottish Parliamentary 
region and the MEPs for the electoral 
region of Scotland are permitted to 
attend at the polling place.  However, 
they should not disrupt voting or attempt 
to canvass voters.  The Counting Officer 
is likely to have supplied these persons 
with passes entitling them to visit polling 
stations. 
 
Details and samples of passes will be 
shown to you at training and passes 
should be displayed before entry is 
granted.  It may be worth acquainting 
yourself with the names of the elected 
representatives who are entitled to 
attend your station.  This may be 
handled at training. 
 
The Chief Counting Officer and 
staff 

 
The Chief Counting Officer, Mary 
Pitcaithly, and her staff are entitled by 
law to attend polling stations.  These 
officers would advise the Counting 
Officer if planning to make an official 
visit and would have identification to 
allow them access to the polling station. 
 
The Counting Officer and staff  

 
Counting Officers and their staff may 
visit during the course of the day.  This 
may be to carry out duties such as 
delivering additional equipment, 
inspecting the polling station or 
collecting postal ballot papers that have 
been handed in there by voters.  These 
officers will have identification allowing 
them access to the polling station. 



14 

Referendum agents 

Referendum agents are appointed to act 
on behalf of permitted participants at the 
referendum.  (Permitted participants are 
campaigners or campaign groups 
registered with the Electoral 
Commission.)  Referendum agents have 
the right to enter and to remain in a 
polling station but they must not disrupt 
voting or attempt to canvass voters.  
Referendum agents will have passes 
issued by the Counting Officer. 

Polling agents 

Referendum agents may appoint polling 
agents to work on their behalf in polling 
stations on the day of the referendum.  
Polling agents have the right to enter 
and to remain in the polling station to 
observe voting.  Their main purpose is to 
detect personation – that is, someone 
trying to vote illegally in the name of 
another voter.   

Not more than one polling agent may be 
admitted at the same time to a polling 
station on behalf of the same permitted 
participant.  (Permitted participants are 
campaigners registered with the 
Electoral Commission.)  Polling agents 
will have passes issued by the Counting 
Officer which they must display to obtain 
access to the polling station.  Your 
referendum team will be able to show 
you sample passes at training. 

Polling agents may wish to note on their 
own copy of the register of electors or 
edited polling list the names of those 
who have voted but they cannot take 
this marked copy of the register/polling 
list out of the polling station until after 
the close of poll.  They must not interfere 
with the voting process and must not 
campaign or canvass voters in the 

polling station.  They have the right to 
observe the preparation and opening of 
the polling station and its closure and 
may add their seal to the ballot box at 
the close of poll (though not at poll 
opening).  During polling hours, polling 
agents who wish to remain in the polling 
station should be placed at a separate 
table that is close enough to observe the 
proceedings, but not in a position that 
would compromise the secrecy of the 
ballot.   

Polling agents are not normally 
permitted to wear rosettes or campaign 
badges in the polling station although 
they may be permitted to wear them in 
the polling place when outwith the 
polling station.  Your Counting Officer 
will have notified you of the rules that 
apply in your council area. 

Police officers 

Police officers on duty may be present in 
the polling station at any time, although 
it is the Presiding Officer’s duty to 
maintain order in the polling station (see 
Appendix 6).  

Electoral Commission 
representatives and accredited 
observers  

Representatives of the Electoral 

Commission and other individuals 

accredited through the Commission’s 

official observer scheme are entitled to 

attend all polling station proceedings.  

They do not need to give advance 

notification of where they intend to 

observe, but every observer must carry 
photographic identification issued by 

the Commission and should not be 

allowed to observe proceedings 

without this.  
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Example of ID issued to Commission 
representatives -  pink 

Example of ID issued to Accredited 
Observers- white 

The status of individuals seeking to 
gain entry to polling stations as 
observers can always be checked with 
the Counting Officer. 

Commission representatives and 
accredited observers agree to abide by 
a national Code of Conduct, which 
includes an agreement that they will not 
interfere with any proceedings.   

Presiding Officers may ask observers 
(but NOT Commission representatives) 
to leave the polling station, but only if 
they are:  
 breaching or attempting to breach the

secrecy of the ballot
 knowingly obstructing the polling

process
 asking voters about their voting
preference.  

If an observer is removed from the 

polling station, the Presiding Officer 
must provide a note to the observer 
stating the reasons why they have 
been removed.  

Presiding Officers should also record 
any such incidents and notify the 
Counting Officer as soon as possible. 

An observer removed in the 
circumstances above is not entitled 
to re-enter the polling station for the 
remainder of the poll.  

In case of overcrowding, Presiding 
Officers are entitled to limit the number 
of accredited observers (but not 
Commission representatives) present 
inside a polling station at the same time.  
Where it proves necessary to limit the 
number of observers, it is suggested that 
this should be for a specified time, such 
as for 30 or 60 minutes.  However, it is 
important to note that no officer is 
entitled to bar all observers from the 
entire process, only to limit the number 
of observers present at any one time.  
When such action is taken, this should 
be recorded in a polling station log.  

Presiding Officers should record the 
details of any accredited observers or 
Commission representatives who 
attend at their polling station.  

Electoral observation is a legitimate and 
valuable part of the electoral process, 
and care should be taken not to hinder 
or obstruct the conduct of the 
observation.  

Others admitted by the Presiding 
Officer 

This power is to be used with discretion. 
It allows you to permit entry to essential 
workers such as caretakers, to allow 
them to carry out appropriate duties.  
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You must not permit any person to 
obstruct voters or compromise the 
security of the ballot. 

Sealing the ballot box 

The Presiding Officer should close and 
seal the ballot box just before 7am, after 
having shown to all present that it is 
empty.  In the unlikely event that more 
than one ballot box has been issued to 
the Presiding Officer (because of the 
number of ballot papers likely to be 
issued), each ballot box must be sealed 

before polling starts.  However, only one 
ballot box should be in use at any one 
time, and additional boxes should be 
stored securely out of sight until they are 
required.  

Ballot boxes vary in design, as does the 
method of sealing them.  Whatever 
method is used, make sure that the 
ballot box is properly secured.  At this 
stage, polling agents must not be 
allowed to affix their seals to the ballot 
box.  Their seals may only be attached 
at the close of poll.  

Some last-minute checks 

Just before the polling station is opened, 
take a few moments to double check 
that everything is ready.  Make sure that 
the ballot papers, the corresponding 
number list, the tendered ballot papers 
and other official documentation are 
safely out of reach of voters.  Tendered 
ballot papers should be kept separate to 
ensure that they are not issued in error. 
Tendered ballot papers are easily 

identified as they are a different colour to 
the ordinary ballot papers.  At the 
referendum, tendered ballot papers will 
be pink while ordinary ballot papers will 
be white.  Tendered ballot books contain 
fewer ballot papers than ordinary ballot 
books.  Tendered ballot papers will often 
be supplied in a sealed and labelled 
packet to identify them as being different 
from the ordinary ballot papers.  

Information on the circumstances in 
which tendered ballot papers must be 
issued can be found in Appendix 5b.  

Ballot papers may be provided loose leaf 
but will most likely be supplied in books 
where they can be detached as they are 
issued.  Check that the ballot papers are 
in the correct numerical sequence and 
that the numbers match those pre-
printed on the corresponding number 
list.  This will save accounting problems 
at the close of poll.  

Check that the ballot papers bear the 
unique identifying number on the back 
and that the correct pre-printed official 
mark is also present on the front of the 
ballot paper.  At the training session, 
the Counting Officer will show you an 
example of the official mark to be 
used at polling stations. 

Check that the ballot pencils are 
sharpened and fixed securely to the 
polling booths. Ensure you sharpen 
these regularly throughout the day. 
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5  The day of the referendum: opening 
and conducting the poll  

 

The hours of the poll are from 7am 
until 10pm. 

  
Opening the polling station  

 
There may be a number of voters 
waiting for the polling station to open.  
Greet them and invite them inside as 
soon as it is 7am.  Do not issue ballot 
papers before 7am.  
 
Summary of the voting procedure  

 
For the majority of voters who come to 
the polling station, the voting process 
will be straightforward.  The following 
procedure should be followed in those 
circumstances:  

Stage one – checking the voter  
 

 Greet the voter, ask for their name 
and address, and make sure that 
they are eligible to vote  

 Mark the voter’s entry on the Polling 
List as instructed by your Counting 
Officer, in such a way as to show 
clearly that that person has voted  

 Call out the number and name of the 
voter.  

 
Stage two – issuing the ballot paper  
 

 Do NOT write anything on the ballot 
paper. 

 Write the electoral number (including 
the polling district reference letter(s) 
if not pre-printed) on the 
corresponding number list next to 
the ballot paper number to be 
issued.  

 Ensure that the ballot paper includes 
the correct pre-printed official mark 
on the front and the unique 
identifying number on the back. 

 Hand the ballot paper to the voter. 

 Read the instructions on the ballot 
paper to the voter.  

 Tell the voter to go to the ballot 
booth and mark the paper. 

 If there is more than one polling 
station in the room, ensure that the 
voter knows which ballot box the 
marked paper should be placed in. 
 

Stage three – voting  
 

 The voter marks the ballot paper in 
the privacy of the polling booth.  

 Before placing the ballot paper in the 
ballot box, the voter should show the 
number on the back of the ballot 
paper to the Presiding Officer. 

 You should say ‘goodbye’ and thank 
the voter as they leave the polling 
station.  

 
The appendices in this handbook show 
what to do when something out of the 
ordinary occurs, such dealing with 
anonymous voters, proxy voters and 
emergency proxy voters.  All polling 
staff must read these sections carefully 
before the day of the referendum so 
they are ready for most situations that 

may arise.  
 

Remember to follow all stages of the 
process carefully or the voter may 
inadvertently be disenfranchised. 
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Stage one – checking the voter  

 

(a) The checking process 
 

In a polling station with a Presiding 

Officer and only one Poll Clerk, one 

person should be responsible for the 

Polling List and the ballot papers and 

the other should be responsible for 

ensuring that the electoral number is 

entered correctly in the corresponding 

number list.  Follow any instructions 

issued by your Counting Officer on how 

tasks should be allocated. 

If there are two Poll Clerks, the 
Presiding Officer may wish to oversee 
the process, dealing with voters and any 
special circumstances.  In this case, the 
two Poll Clerks should share duties and 
could swap over every so often, on the 
instruction of the Presiding Officer.  

Greet voters as they approach the table.  
If there are two or more polling stations 
in the room, make sure that voters 
attend the correct one.  Street bills listing 
the streets or addresses for each station 
should be displayed and polling station 
staff should be on hand to guide voters.  

Many voters bring their poll card with 
them to show to the Poll Clerk even 
though this is not a requirement for most 
of them.  Offer the poll card back to the 
voter:  If the voter declines the poll card, 
the Poll Clerk should dispose of it 
securely.  Follow your Counting Officer’s 
instructions for the disposal of secure 
waste. 

Unless an elector has an anonymous 
entry, the Poll Clerk must:  

 confirm the voter’s name and 
address before checking that they 
are on the Polling List and eligible to 
vote  

 mark the voter’s entry on the Polling 
List in the way instructed by the 
Counting Officer, so as to show 
clearly that that person has voted.  
(Be sure to mark the correct entry 
and look out for households where 
there is more than one voter with the 
same forename.) 

 read out the voter’s name, electoral 
number and polling district reference 
from the Polling List (this is a 
safeguard against personation – i.e. 
using someone else’s identity in 
order to obtain a vote illegally).  

 

Only voters with anonymous entries 
on the Polling List and their proxies 
must produce their poll card or 
proxy poll card in order to vote. 

 
Voters with an anonymous entry are 
registered without reference to their 
name or address in order to protect 
them from harm.  Read out only their 
electoral number and record it on the 
corresponding number list.  Return the 
poll card to any such voters once you 
have marked their entry on the Polling 
List.  For an explanation of the voting 
procedure for anonymous voters, see 
Appendix 4.  

(b) Who is on the Polling List?  
 
The Polling List will normally be in 
alphabetical and numerical order by 
street, although odd numbers will 
frequently appear separately from even 
numbers.  You should note that entries 
will occasionally occur out of sequence. 
In rural areas, named properties may be 
listed alphabetically. 
 

Together with their name, most voters 

just have their electoral number and 

address.  These voters are eligible to 
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vote at any election or referendum.  

However, some voters will also have a 

letter preceding their name.  These 

letters indicate their eligibility to vote in 

certain elections or referendums.   

At the referendum, there will be no 

dates against names on the Polling List 

as only voters who have attained the 

age of 16 on or before the day of the 

referendum are included on the list. 

(c) Other Electors 
 
In most cases, the Polling List will 
contain the names of all voters allocated 
to the polling station.  A few voters may 
have registered anonymously and will 
appear without reference to their name 
or address.  Their entry on the Polling 
List will consist of their electoral number 
and the letter ‘N’, and will be found at 
the end of the Polling List under the 
‘Other Electors’ section.  Similarly, 
persons who have made a service 
declaration will also be found at the end 
of the Polling List in the same section. 
 
If you can’t find a voter’s entry in the 
Polling List, make sure you check the 
“Other Electors” section.  If the Polling 
List for the polling district is split 
between stations, the “Other Electors” 
will appear in the list for the last station 
dealing with that polling district. 
 
(d) Who can vote? 
 

 Voters who are 16 years of age or 
over.  All voters appearing on the 
Polling List will have attained voting 
age by the day of the referendum.  
No dates of birth will be shown. 

 Voters with no letters before their 
names.  

 Voters with an anonymous entry 
who have only the letter ‘N’ in place 

of their names.  These are 
anonymous voters who must bring 
their polling cards with them in order 
to vote. 

 Voters with a ‘K’ or a ‘G’ before their 
names (or before the letter ‘N’ in the 
case of an anonymous entry). 

 Voters with an ‘L’ before their names 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry). 

 Voters with a ‘P’ beside their name 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry).  These are 
voters who have appointed a proxy 
to vote for them.  Ordinarily, the 
proxy will cast their vote.  However, 
the voters themselves are entitled to 
vote if they arrive to do so before the 
proxy has voted on their behalf.  (If 
this happens and the proxy then 
arrives to vote on behalf of the 
elector who has already voted, the 
proxy cannot then vote on that 
elector’s behalf.)  Where a proxy is 
voting for an anonymous voter, the 
proxy must bring their proxy poll 
card in order to be able to vote on 
the anonymous voter’s behalf. 

 
(e) Who can’t vote? 
 

 Voters with an ‘A’ before their names 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry).  These are 
voters who have chosen to vote by 
post and are therefore not able to 
vote in person at the polling station. 
(However, completed postal votes 
may be handed in by or on behalf of 
a voter at any polling station in their 
council area.  Postal votes handed 
to you must NOT go in the ballot 
box.  See Appendix 3 for more 
information.) 
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 Voters with an ‘E’ before their names 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry). 

 Voters with an ‘F’ before their names 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry). 

 Voters with a ‘U’ before their names 
(or before the letter ‘N’ in the case of 
an anonymous entry).  
 

Stage two – issuing the ballot paper  

 

(a) The issuing process 
 

Ballot papers are numbered and must 
match the numbers pre-printed on the 
corresponding number list.  Ballot 
papers must be issued in strict 
numerical order starting with the lowest 
number in the batch.  Otherwise, you 
will have problems at the close of poll 
when completing the ballot paper 
account. 
 
If the voter is shown on the Polling List 
as being eligible to vote and has, if 
necessary, answered the prescribed 
questions satisfactorily (see Appendix 
5a), that voter must be issued with a 
ballot paper.  
 
The Poll Clerk (or Presiding Officer) with 
the ballot papers must:  
 

 select the next ballot paper 

 ensure that the ballot paper bears 
the official mark 

 read out the ballot paper number 
and 

 hand the ballot paper to the voter 
and read out the instructions at the 
top of the ballot paper.  

 
The officer with the corresponding 
number list must write the voter’s 

electoral number on that list against 
the number of the ballot paper being 
issued. 
 

 

Always enter the electoral number on 
the corresponding number list. 
 
Do NOT write anything on the ballot 
paper itself. 
 

 
(b) What if the ballot paper does not 

bear the unique identifying 
number?  
 

All ballot papers must bear a unique 
identifying number on the back of the 
ballot paper.  Polling staff will be 
advised at the training session as to the 
format of this number.  

If all the ballot papers are missing the 
unique identifying number the Presiding 
Officer should notify the referendum 
office immediately.  If only some papers 
are missing the number, the Presiding 
Officer should only issue those ballot 
papers that contain the number and 
should also notify the referendum office 
of the situation.  

(c) What if the ballot paper does 
not bear the official mark?  
 

The official mark will be pre-printed on 
the ballot papers.  The Counting Officer 
will advise staff at training what the 
official mark for ballot papers issued at 
polling stations will be.  Every ballot 
paper must bear the correct official 
mark.  Any ballot paper that is lacking 
the official mark will be rejected at the 
count.  
 
If the ballot papers do not contain the 
correct pre-printed official mark as 
advised by the Counting Officer, the 
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Presiding Officer should contact the 
referendum office immediately for advice 
on how to proceed. 
 
Stage three – voting 

  
Voters must mark the ballot paper in the 
privacy of the polling booth and then 
place the ballot paper face down in the 
ballot box so that no one may see the 
way they have voted.  Voters may find it 
easier to do this if they fold the ballot 
paper.  They should show the unique 
identifying number on the back of the 

ballot paper to the Presiding Officer or 
Poll Clerk before placing it in the ballot 
box.   

Ensure that voters place their ballot 
papers in the correct ballot box for their 
station. 
 
Spoilt ballot papers  

 

If a voter accidentally spoils their 
ballot paper, do NOT issue them 
with a tendered ballot paper. 

 
Sometimes voters do make mistakes, 
e.g. by marking the wrong option.  If this 
happens, the Presiding Officer must take 
the spoilt ballot paper and write 
‘cancelled’ on it before placing it in the 
envelope provided.   
 
Do NOT place the spoilt ballot paper in 
the ballot box.  Once a spoilt ballot 
paper has been placed in the ballot box, 
a replacement ballot paper cannot be 
issued.  
 
Issue the voter with another ballot paper.  
Do not forget to write the voter’s 
electoral number against the new ballot 
paper number on the corresponding 
number list and to write ‘cancelled’ by 

the electoral number for the cancelled 
ballot paper.  The Presiding Officer must 
also remember to ensure that the 
replacement ballot paper bears the 
correct official mark.  

At the close of poll, the Presiding 
Officer must count and then record the 
number of spoilt ballot papers on the 
ballot paper account.  

General assistance 
to voters  

 

Polling staff have a duty to assist 

voters in the voting process.  

Remember, voters are customers.  

Greet them with a smile and take into 

account any special needs they may 

have.  

Never be off-hand, prejudiced or 
patronising. Do not become angry or 
agitated, even when under pressure.  

Listen carefully if you are asked a 
question.  If you are unable to answer a 
voter’s questions or concerns, refer 
them to the referendum office.  

When giving general assistance, 
polling station staff must be careful not 

to lead voters to cast their votes for 

either answer to the referendum 

question, nor to offer an opinion about 

either outcome.  

There are a number of written 
instructions available for voters in the 
polling station.  Firstly, there are the 
instructions on the ballot paper itself.  
There is also the ‘Guidance for voters’ 

notice.  If any voter asks for assistance it 
may, in some circumstances, be helpful 
to read out these instructions to them.  

The Counting Officer may also have 
provided instructions or guidance in 
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alternative languages or formats 
depending on requirements within the 
community.  The Presiding Officer 
should be familiar with the resources 
that are available and provide these as 
and when appropriate.  

Some voters may still find the 

instructions unclear.  They may ask, for 

example, to have their favoured option 

pointed out to them.  In these 

circumstances, the Presiding Officer 

should read out the instructions printed 

at the top of the ballot paper and the 
options in the order that they appear on 

the ballot paper.  
 
Special procedures to follow when 
assisting disabled voters are 
described in Appendix 1.  
 

Young Voters 

 
The referendum is the first national 
electoral event at which 16 and 17 
year olds are able to vote.  As a 
result, you may have a higher than 
usual number of voters who are 
voting for the first time and who may 
need some additional assistance 
from you to understand the process. 
 
Certificates of employment  

 
Some polling station staff may have 
been issued with a certificate of 
employment.  These certificates are 
signed by the Counting Officer, allowing 
staff to vote at a different polling place 
within the council area from the one 
where they are registered to vote.  
Similarly, a police officer may present 
such a certificate, signed by an inspector 
(or higher rank).  In such a case, the 
Presiding Officer must issue a ballot 
paper and then cancel the certificate and 
place it in the envelope provided. 
 

Postal votes  

 
Presiding Officers are responsible for 
receiving any postal votes (or any part of 
a postal vote, i.e. the postal ballot paper 
or postal voting statement) handed in at 
the polling station.  Postal votes or parts 
of postal votes handed in must NOT be 
placed in the ballot box but in the packet 
provided.   
 
For further details on the procedure for 
receiving and storing postal votes in 
polling stations see Appendix 3. 
 
Maintenance of the polling place 

  
The Presiding Officer should check the 
polling place regularly, including 
checking for any build-up of voters 
waiting to vote, and ensure that voters 
have unhindered access at all times.  

 Check signs and notices and 
replace or repair any that have been 
defaced or damaged.  

 Ensure that the entrance to the 
polling station, including any ramps, 
is not blocked.  

 Where temporary ramps are used, 
ensure that they are firmly in place 
and check to ensure that they have 
not become dislodged during the 
day.  

 Instruct anyone campaigning in or 
around the polling station to stop.  

 Remove any campaign literature 
that may have been left in the polling 
station.  

 Make sure that there is sufficient 
light for voters in the polling booths. 

 Make sure that the pencils are still in 
the booths and sharpen them if 
necessary.  
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 Ensure that nothing has been left in 
the booths, including ballot papers 
or information on any referendum 
campaign.  

 Check the ballot box seals/lock.  

 Give the ballot box a shake or use a 
ruler or ballot box compactor to push 
the ballot papers down if the box 
seems full.  

 Keep the polling station, including 
any passageways leading into the 
polling station, clean, tidy and free 
from any hazards.  

 If you notice any queues forming, 
take steps as instructed by the 
Counting Officer for dealing with 
them. 
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6 The close of poll  

The poll must close at 10pm, but any 
eligible voters who attend the polling 
station before 10pm and who are still 
waiting to vote at 10pm must be 
allowed to vote. 

 
Close of poll procedures  

 
Check the polling place not just 
immediately before the close of poll, but 
also regularly in the lead-up to the close 
of poll and take steps to ensure that, as 
far as possible, all waiting voters will be 
able to be issued with a ballot paper by 
10pm.  If that is not possible, take steps 
to ensure that they will all be inside the 
polling station or in a queue outside the 
polling station for the purposes of voting 
by that time.   

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. 

Some people in the queue may be 
waiting to hand in a postal vote.  You 
should call anyone doing so to come 
forward in order to reduce the time spent 
queuing. 

If there is a queue at 10pm and if the 
polling station can accommodate all the 
voters in the queue, ask voters to move 
inside the polling station and close the 
doors behind the last voter in the queue. 

If the polling station is too small to 
accommodate all the voters in the 
queue, a member of the polling station 
team should mark the end of the queue 
by positioning themselves behind the 
last voter in the queue. 

Explain to anyone who arrives after 
10pm and tries to join the queue that the 
poll has closed and that, by law, they 
cannot now join the queue to be issued 

with a ballot paper.  There may be 
circumstances where staff marking the 
end of the queue or staff within the 
polling place are challenged by a voter 
who wishes to vote even though they 
arrived after 10pm.  Such voters cannot 
be issued with a ballot paper under any 
circumstances.  General guidance to 
support you in maintaining security in 
and around the polling station can be 
found in Appendix 6. 

Anyone who at 10pm is not waiting to 
vote either inside the polling place or in 
a queue outside it must not be issued 
with a ballot paper or allowed to hand in 
their postal vote. 

Anyone who is issued with a ballot paper 
must be allowed to vote. 

Voters must leave the polling station as 
soon as they have placed their ballot 
papers in the ballot box.
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Who can attend the close of poll? 

 

The following persons are permitted to 
be present at the close of poll:  
 

 the Counting Officer and the 
Counting Officer’s staff 

 referendum and polling agents 

 police officers on duty at the polling 
station 

 representatives of the Electoral 
Commission: and 

 accredited observers. 
 

After the close of poll and when the last 
person has voted, the Presiding Officer 
must seal the slot of the ballot box, and 
any polling agent present may also affix 
their seal to it.  

The Poll Clerk, in the meantime, should 
take down all the signs and tidy the 
room.  If instructed to do so, polling 
station staff may also be required to 
dismantle the polling station furniture 
and return the room to its original state.  
Take care when moving heavy items. 
See Appendix 9 for guidance on health 
and safety.  

Polling agents are also entitled to be 
present when the paperwork is being 
completed and when the various 
packets of documents are sealed as 
described below.  
 
Completing the paperwork  

 
 

Take care when filling in the 
paperwork. It is far more important to 
be accurate than fast. 
 

(a) Checklist of official forms to 
be completed by the 
Presiding Officer  

 

 the ballot paper account 

 the list of voters with disabilities 
assisted by companions 

 the list of votes marked by the 
Presiding Officer 

 the statement of the number of 
voters whose votes were marked by 
the Presiding Officer 

 the statement of the number of 
postal votes delivered to the polling 
station 

 the list of tendered votes. 
 
Completion of the paperwork is easier if 
all the official forms are laid out with their 
corresponding envelopes.  The front of 
each of the official envelopes lists the 
contents.  You should complete as much 
of each form and envelope as possible 
during the day, well before the close of 
poll.   

It is quite possible that some of the 
official forms may not have been needed 
during the day – where no tendered 
ballot papers have been issued, for 
example, or where there have been no 
votes spoilt.  Remember that even when 
this is the case, you still need to 
complete the relevant forms with a nil 
return.   
 
(b) Checklist of official packets and 

envelopes and their contents  
 

 the ballot paper account – keep this 
with the ballot box  

 the packet containing the postal 
votes handed in at the polling station 
– keep this with the ballot box 
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 unused and spoilt ballot papers 
(both ordinary and tendered) – if 
they do not fit the packet provided, 
wrap it around them and secure with 
string or elastic bands  

 the tendered ballot papers  

 the marked copy of the Polling List 
(including any marked notices as 
described in Appendix 2) and list of 
proxies  

 the completed corresponding 
number list  

 the certificates of employment 

 the tendered votes list, the list of 
voters with disabilities assisted by 
companions, the list of votes marked 
by the Presiding Officer, the 
statement of the number of voters 
whose votes are marked by the 
Presiding Officer and the 
declarations made by the 
companions of voters with 
disabilities.  

 
(c) The ballot paper account  
 
The ballot paper account is the most 
important of all the paperwork and 
should be filled in first, with care.  In 
many instances, the first section of the 
ballot paper account will have been 
completed in advance by the Counting 
Officer’s staff.  It is the Presiding 
Officer’s duty to complete the remainder 
of the form.  

The ballot paper account reconciles the 
number of ballot papers dealt with by the 
Presiding Officer.  Remember to count 

the number of ballot papers issued 
according to the corresponding number 
list and include this on the ballot paper 
account.  The form relies on the serial 
numbering of the ballot papers and this 
is why it is so important to issue ballot 

papers in numerical order as pre-printed 
on the corresponding number list.  

The ballot paper account and the 
packet containing the postal votes 
must be delivered with the ballot box 
and other documentation to the count 
centre as directed.  Take time to 
ensure that you place them in the 
correct packets as instructed at your 
training session.  Be careful not to lose 
them or place them by mistake in 
another envelope or with other 
referendum materials as this will cause 
problems and delays at the count. 
 

(d) The rest of the paperwork 
  
Presiding Officers must complete all 
official forms.  Once the Ballot Paper 
Account is complete, they should then 
attend to the rest of the paperwork.  
Complete and sign the other forms on 
the checklist (see paragraph (b) above).  
Do not forget to fill in the forms with ‘nil’ 
returns if they have not been needed 
during the day.  

Packing up polling station materials  

 
Pay careful attention to the packing 
instructions given to you by the 
Counting Officer.  It is essential that 
you follow these to the letter as 
packing materials incorrectly could lead 
to problems and delays at the count.  
 
In order, pack the materials into their 
official envelopes and packets.  The 
corresponding number list and the 
unused ballot papers must be placed 
separately in the appropriate 
envelopes or packets.  Packets 
containing postal votes (or parts of 
postal votes) handed in at the polling 
station must also be kept separate as 
these will be needed quickly at the 
count centre.  
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Your Counting Officer will have 
supplied you with a number of sacks, 
bags or crates to transport the 
paperwork and other referendum 
materials back to the count centre.  
Make sure that the items go in the 
appropriate container in accordance 
with the instructions you have been 
given. 
   
Transporting materials to the count  

 
The ballot box, ballot paper account, 
postal votes envelope, sacks or bags 

containing the official envelopes and 
other referendum stationery and 
materials must be delivered to the count 
centre.  In some areas, it will be the duty 
of the Presiding Officer to deliver the 
materials to the count centre while in 
others the Counting Officer will have 
arranged for materials to be picked up 
from the polling station and delivered to 
the count.  This will be made clear in 
your instructions. 

(a) Delivery by the Presiding Officer 
 
If the items are to be delivered by the 
Presiding Officer, the Counting Officer 
will have given instructions on the 
location of the count centre and the 
entrance to be used.  One of the Poll 
Clerks may be asked to assist the 
Presiding Officer if there is too much for 
one person to carry.  Presiding Officers 
must contact the Counting Officer 
immediately if any problems occur that 
may cause a delay in getting to the 
count centre.  
 

If you have to deliver the ballot 
materials to the Count centre, go 
there directly and without delay. 

 

(b) Collection by the Counting 

Officer’s staff 
 

If the materials are to be collected from 
the polling station, the Presiding Officer 
must remain in charge of them until they 
are uplifted.  
 
 

Do not leave the ballot boxes 
unattended at any time and ensure 
that ballot boxes are handed only to 
authorised members of the Counting 
Officer’s staff. 
 

 
Finally, before leaving the polling 
station, make sure that any waste 
material is disposed of appropriately 
and the premises are left tidy.  Where 
you have been entrusted with keys to 
the premises, you must ensure that 
these are returned to the appropriate 
person.  
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Appendix 1 – Equality issues  
 

Disabled voters  

 
The following guidance is designed to 
help to ensure that there is equal access 
to voting for all.  

Polling station staff must ensure that 

disabled voters are not offered a lower 

standard of service than other voters.  

Reasonable adjustments to practices 

and procedures must be made so that 

people with a range of disabilities are 

not disadvantaged in any way.  

The Counting Officer will make 
arrangements to ensure that disabled 
voters have, as far as possible, the 
same access to the electoral process 
as anyone else.  However, practices 
adopted by Presiding Officers on the 
day of the referendum can also help 
to make a difference:  

 If car parking spaces are provided 
for disabled people, make sure that 
they are available for that purpose 
throughout the poll.  

 In any event, if possible, keep 
parking spaces close to the polling 
station entrance free for disabled 
people.  

 Ensure that there is good signage 
for any alternative disabled access 
and make sure that this is not 
obstructed throughout the day. 

 Use a purpose-built ramp if 
available, but make sure that it is 
suitable.  Ensure that ramps remain 
in place and secure throughout the 
day. 

 Propping double doors open can 
help to ensure good access for all; 
however, make sure that these are 

not fire doors.  

 Are doormats level with the floor?  If 
not, can they be removed if they 
could be dangerous?  

 Have a seat available for any voter 
who may need to rest - ideally there 
should be a mix of chairs with and 
without armrests. 

 
Assistance to voters unable to gain 
access to the polling station  

 
Ideally your polling station will be located 
in a fully accessible building.  
Unfortunately, in practice, this may not 
be the case as in some areas there may 
not be accessible buildings available for 
use as polling stations  

If a physically disabled voter is unable to 
enter the polling station, the Presiding 
Officer, after informing any agents 
present, may take the ballot paper to the 
voter.  After the ballot paper has been 
marked, the Presiding Officer must place 
the ballot paper into the ballot box 
immediately.  It is essential that the 
secrecy of the vote is maintained in all 
circumstances.  The ballot box must not 
be left unattended or removed from the 
polling station at any time.  
 
Assistance for disabled voters 

 

Some disabled voters may request the 

assistance of the Presiding Officer to 

mark the ballot paper for them.  If the 

voter knows how they wish to vote, 

they must instruct the Presiding Officer, 

in the privacy of the polling booth, to 
mark the ballot paper on their behalf 

accordingly.  Ensure that no other voter 

can overhear the choice expressed by 

the disabled voter you are assisting.    
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If possible, choose a part of the polling 

station where a conversation in normal 

tones cannot be overheard.  Any such 

agents present should be invited to 

listen to and to observe the Presiding 

Officer, so that they can confirm that 

the ballot paper is marked in 

accordance with the wishes of the 
voter. 

On occasion, the voter may be unsure 

of how they wish to vote.  In that case, 

the Presiding Officer should read out 

the instructions on the top of the ballot 

paper, the referendum question and 

the options in the order they appear on 

the ballot paper.  Once the voter has 

made a decision, the Presiding Officer 
must mark the ballot paper accordingly.  

If the Presiding Officer has to mark a 

ballot paper for an elector, the name of 

the voter must be noted on the official 

form ‘List of votes marked by the 

Presiding Officer’.  At the close of poll, 

the Presiding Officer must also fill out 

the ‘Statement of the number of voters 

whose votes are marked by the 

Presiding Officer’. 

Alternatively, a disabled voter may be 

assisted by a companion, with the 

permission of the Presiding Officer, 

who must be satisfied that the voter’s 

disabilities would prevent them from 

voting unaided.  

The disabled voter’s companion must 
be either a qualified voter or a close 
relative (spouse, civil partner, parent, 
grandparent, brother, sister, child or 
grandchild) aged 16 or over.  The voter 
should ask the permission of the 
Presiding Officer to be assisted by their 
companion.  

The companion, not the voter, is 

required by law to complete a simple 

declaration, ‘Declaration to be made by 

the companion of a voter with 

disabilities’.  It is helpful for the 

Presiding Officer to fill out the 

declaration on the companion’s behalf 

and to ask them to check the 

information and sign the document. 

 

The Presiding Officer must make sure 
to explain the process clearly to both 

the voter and their companion.  
 
The Presiding Officer must record the 
voter’s name and electoral number, as 
well as the companion’s name and 
address, on the form ‘List of voters with 
disabilities assisted by companions’. 
 
Blind or partially sighted people 

 
A blind or partially sighted voter can vote 
with minimal assistance using the tactile 
voting template provided.  All polling 
station staff must know how to use this 
template and be able to explain its use 
to blind or partially sighted voters.  Make 
sure that the template is securely 
attached to the ballot paper and that the 
voter is confident about using it.  The 
voter should:  
 

 lift the selected window for their 
preferred option 

 mark their preferred option with a 
cross 

 close the window  

 separate the template from the ballot 
paper 

 place the ballot paper in the ballot 
box (the Presiding Officer may assist 
if requested); and 

 return the template to the Presiding 
Officer.  

 
Ensure that the large-print version of the 
ballot paper is displayed in a well-lit area 
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where voters can easily see it before 
being issued with their ballot paper.  The 
enlarged hand-held copy of the ballot 
paper, marked ‘sample’, should also be 
made available to voters. 

Blind or partially sighted voters may 
request assistance from the Presiding 
Officer or qualified companions.  
 
Do:  
 

 give precise instructions to help such 
voters find their way 

 guide the voter on their instruction 
(most blind or partially sighted 
people prefer to take the arm of the 
helper).  

Do not:  

 assume that help is needed – 
always ask first  

 distract guide dogs by fussing or 
petting them and do not take hold of 
the lead 

 touch the voter without first asking if 
they wish to be guided.  

 
Deaf blind people  

 
Red bands on a white cane or a red 
and white harness on a guide dog 
indicate that the person has both 
impaired sight and impaired hearing.  
 
Deaf people  

 
Hearing loss can range from mild to 
profound.  Some people with hearing 
loss will use spoken English and may 
rely on lip-reading to communicate.  
Others may have British Sign 
Language as their first language, 
although they may also use lip-reading.  
A person with hearing loss may wear 
hearing aids, although these do not 

restore their full hearing.  Do:  
 

 get the deaf person’s attention 
before speaking  

 tap them gently on the shoulder or 
wave at them 

 face the person being spoken to  

 speak clearly, not too slowly, and 
use normal lip movements – use 
natural facial expressions and 
gestures 

 remain patient and repeat if 
necessary  

 use plain language 

 if someone does not understand 
what you have said, try saying it in a 
different way 

 maintain eye contact  

 be prepared to write something 
down if the person continues to not 
understand what you are saying  

 find a suitable place to talk, with 
good lighting, and away from noise 
and distractions.  

Do not:  
 

 shout – it distorts your face and 
voice and it looks aggressive 

 place anything in your mouth  

 cover your mouth 

 speak too fast  

 speak too slowly or exaggerate lip 
patterns  

 turn away or look down  

 speak with bright light behind – this 
will shadow your face  

 have anything in your hand if 
gesturing 

 give up if the deaf person does not  
understand immediately. 
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Mental capacity, disability and voting 
 
It is possible that a person who applies 
for a ballot paper might appear to the 
Presiding Officer to have some form of 
mental health problem or to have a 
learning disability.  

A person who is registered as an 
elector or entered on the list of proxies 
cannot be refused a ballot paper, in 
other words be excluded from voting, 
on the grounds of mental incapacity.  

In all cases, the Presiding Officer should 
try to ensure that a person is given 
appropriate assistance in order to be 
able to cast their vote.  For example, the 
voter may need the voting process 
explained to them by the Presiding 
Officer, or the voter may request the 
assistance of a companion.  
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Appendix 2 – Dealing with problems on the 
Polling List  
 
Age – entitlement to vote  
 
It is an offence for persons under 16 
years of age to vote in this referendum, 
whether alone or accompanied.  If 
someone is obviously under 16, they, 
and anyone with them, should be 
warned that they will be guilty of an 
offence if they vote in this referendum. 

The Presiding Officer must ask the 
prescribed questions and the person 
must answer them unaided (see 
Appendix 5a for the prescribed 
questions).   

If the person answers the questions 
satisfactorily, they must be issued with a 
ballot paper.  No other questioning may 
be carried out.   

A note should be made of the voter’s 
name, address and any other 
particulars, including the time of the 
incident and details of any person 
accompanying the voter.  The Counting 
Officer should subsequently be 
informed.  
 
Misspelled names and voters who 
have changed their names  

 
Sometimes an elector’s name has been 
misspelled or the name has legally 
changed since the completion of a 
registration form, e.g. by marriage.  

Ask the voter the prescribed questions 
(see Appendix 5a).  If the voter answers 
satisfactorily, they must be allowed to 
vote and the Presiding Officer should 
make a note of the inaccuracy and pass 
it on to the Electoral Registration Officer 

(ERO), either directly or through the 
referendum office in accordance with 
any instructions by the Counting Officer.  

If the voter is insistent that they wish 
the error to be amended before they 
vote, the Presiding Officer should 
contact the referendum office for 
advice or alternatively direct the voter 
to the ERO.  
 
Other electors 

  
At the end of some Polling Lists is a 
heading ‘Other Electors’.  Voters listed 
here include anonymous, service and 
overseas electors, together with voters 
who have registered by declaration of 
local connection, i.e. no longer having a 
residential qualification but nonetheless 
still being able to vote (subject to 
entitlement).   

It is unlikely that service voters will have 
been issued with a poll card.  Overseas 
electors are not entitled to vote at the 
referendum but may still appear on the 
polling list marked with E or F.  This 
being the case, they will not have 
received poll cards.  However, poll cards 
will have been posted to all anonymous 
electors and their proxies who, unlike 
ordinary electors, will need to produce 
their poll card in order to vote in the 
polling station (see Appendix 4).  

A person who is not on the Polling 
List  

 
Usually, the Polling List will contain all 
those entitled to vote at that polling 
station.  If a person’s name does not 
appear in the Polling List this may be 
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because the person has not returned a 
registration form.  However, it is possible 
that an error has occurred.  
 
Clerical errors on the Polling List 

  
If the ERO discovers that a correctly 
completed application form has been 
received and the person was only 
omitted from the Polling List as a result 
of a clerical error, the ERO can correct 
this error up until 9pm on the day of the 
referendum and make provision for the 
person to be able to vote up until the 

close of poll at 10pm.  The error may be 
discovered by the ERO either before or 
on the day of the referendum or by a 
voter or a proxy in the polling station. 
 
Clerical errors identified by the 
Electoral Registration Officer before 
the day of the referendum 

 
If an error is identified before the day of 
the referendum but after the Polling List 
has been produced for the polling 
station, the ERO will have provided a 
separate ‘notice’, including any additions 
or amendments, as well as the normal 
Polling List.  The Poll Clerk (or Presiding 
Officer) must mark this notice instead of 
the Polling List, but all other procedures 
are the same, including sealing up such 
a notice with the Polling List at the close 
of poll.  
 
Clerical errors identified by the 
Presiding Officer on the day of the 
referendum  

 
If someone who presents themselves at 

the polling station is not on the Polling 
List (or the notice) and is insistent that 
they made an application to register, the 
Presiding Officer should refer this 
immediately to the ERO. 

Clerical errors identified by the 
Electoral Registration Officer on the 
day of the referendum  

 
If it is determined that a correctly 
completed application form was received 
and the person was only omitted from 
the Polling List as a result of a clerical 
error, the error will be corrected and the 
ERO will give notice to the Presiding 
Officer (either in writing or by way of a 
spoken message, e.g. by telephone).  

Procedure to allow a person to vote 
following the correction of a clerical 
error on the day of the referendum  

 
Instructions as to how the information 
will be communicated to the Presiding 
Officer will be given at the training 
session.  

If the notice is communicated by way of 
a spoken message, the Presiding 
Officer must make a written record of 
the voter’s name and number and mark 
this record when issuing a ballot paper 
in the usual manner. Presiding Officers 
may have been provided with a special 
form for this purpose.  

If the notice is communicated in writing, 
either that notice must be marked in the 
same way as if it were part of the Polling 
List, or the Presiding Officer must write 
and mark the voter’s name and number 
on a special form provided for this 
purpose.  Presiding Officers will have 
received specific instructions at their 
briefing session.  Once the voter’s name 
and number have been marked, a ballot 
paper must be issued in the usual 
manner.  
 
The marked notice or marked written 
record must be sealed up with the 
Polling List at the close of poll.  
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Any other person who is not on the 
Polling List  

 

Anyone else who is not on the Polling 

List (or the notice) for that polling 
station must not be allowed to vote.  

However, do not send any voter away 

before checking the Polling List 

thoroughly, including the Other 

Electors listed at the end of the Polling 

List.  Remember that some electoral 

numbers may be printed out of 

sequence. 

 

The person may be registered to vote 

in a different polling district.  If the voter 

requires more help, refer them to the 
referendum office or to the ERO. 
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Appendix 3 –  Procedure for postal and 
proxy voters 
 

Postal voters  

 
Some voters will have applied to vote by 
post at the referendum.  To show that 
they are postal voters, those who have 
chosen to vote by post will have the 
letter ‘A’ against their names in the 
Polling List to be used at the polling 

station.  The names and the addresses 
where the postal ballot papers have 
been sent will be shown on the list of 
postal voters.  Such voters are NOT 
allowed to vote in person at the polling 
station, even if they state that they have 
not received their postal ballot paper.  

However, completed postal votes may 
be handed in, by the voter or someone 
on their behalf, at the referendum office 
or at any polling station within the 
council area.  The postal vote should be 
in a sealed envelope and the Presiding 
Officer must place it, unopened, in the 
packet provided.  The packet must be 
kept secure at all times.   

 

Postal votes must NOT be 
placed in the ballot box. 

 

 
Collection of postal votes from 
polling stations  

 
The Counting Officer may arrange for 
collection of postal votes from polling 
stations during the day of the 
referendum.  If postal votes are collected 
from the polling station, they should be 
placed in a packet, which should be 
sealed.  Polling agents can also add 
their seals to the packet if they wish.  
Any postal vote packets not collected by 

close of poll must be delivered to the 
count centre in accordance with the 
Counting Officer’s instructions. 
 
What happens if someone is listed as 
a postal voter (or postal proxy voter) 
but claims not to have applied for a 
postal vote?  

 

There are occasions when an elector 
or an appointed proxy asks for a ballot 

paper only to find that they are marked 

on the Polling List as being a postal 

voter.  

The Presiding Officer should check the 
entry on the Polling List to confirm that 
the voter or proxy is marked as a postal 
voter.  The Presiding Officer should then 
explain the circumstances to the voter or 
proxy and if they insist that they have 
not applied for a postal vote then the 
following procedures should be followed.  

If the voter or proxy is in possession of 
their postal vote, they should be advised 
that the vote cannot be placed in the 
ballot box, but that the postal vote pack, 
duly completed, can be handed in to the 
polling station, the referendum office, or 
any other polling station in the council 
area for delivery to the Counting Officer, 
so long as it is received before 10pm.  

Voters or proxies marked as having 
been issued with a postal vote cannot be 

given an ordinary ballot paper in the 
polling station.  However, an elector or 
proxy who claims never to have applied 
for a postal vote but who is listed as a 
postal voter, is entitled to receive a 
tendered ballot paper at the polling 
station at any time.  
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Alternatively, up until 5pm on the day 

of the referendum, they may be 

issued with a replacement postal ballot 

pack by the Counting Officer.  The 

Presiding Officer should refer the voter 

or proxy to the referendum office for 

advice on this procedure.  

If it is before 5pm but the voter or proxy 
cannot or does not want to make 
arrangements for a replacement postal 
vote to be issued, the Presiding Officer 
should follow the procedure for issuing a 
tendered ballot paper instead (see 
Appendix 5b).  After 5pm, the voter or 
proxy cannot be issued with a 
replacement postal vote, so the 
Presiding Officer can only issue a 
tendered ballot paper.  

Before issuing a tendered ballot 
paper, the Presiding Officer must 
ask the appropriate prescribed 
questions (see Appendix 5a).  

If the voter or proxy answers the 
prescribed questions satisfactorily, the 
Presiding Officer must issue a tendered 
ballot paper – the voter or proxy must 
not be given an ordinary ballot paper.  

In all instances, the Presiding Officer 
should make a record of the voter’s 
details as instructed by the Counting 
Officer.  They should also advise the 
voter to contact the Electoral 
Registration Officer, particularly if they 
wish to cancel their postal voting 
arrangements for future elections and 
referendums. 
  
What happens if an elector (or postal 
proxy) has not received or has lost 
their postal ballot paper?  

 
A postal ballot paper cannot be replaced 
at the polling station.  If an elector (or 
postal proxy) states that they have 

applied to vote by post but have not 
received or have lost their postal ballot 
paper, they should be advised to apply 
to the Counting Officer for a 
replacement, as long as this application 
is made before 5pm on the day of the 
referendum.  The Counting Officer can 
issue replacements up until that time.  

If an elector (or postal proxy) arrives 
after 5pm on the day of the referendum 
and states that they have lost or not 
received their postal ballot paper, they 
can be issued with a tendered ballot 

paper if they answer the prescribed 
questions satisfactorily (see Appendix 
5a).  Tendered ballot papers cannot be 
issued to such an elector (or postal 
proxy) before 5pm.  

Proxy voters  

 
Some voters will have appointed a proxy 
to vote on their behalf.  Even so, voters 
may still vote in person provided that 
they do so before the proxy and that the 
proxy has not applied to vote by post.   

When a voter asks to cast a proxy vote, 
ask for the voter’s name and address 
and see if they are included on the list of 
proxies.  Then check the Polling List to 
see if the voter has already voted.  Any 
voter who has applied to vote by proxy 
will have the letter ‘P’ against their name 
on the Polling List. 

If the voter has already voted, you must 
advise the proxy that they cannot now 
vote on behalf of that voter. 

If the voter has not voted, you can issue 
a ballot paper.  Note, however, that if 
the proxy is also voting on their own 
behalf, they should do so before voting 
as a proxy. 

Ask for the proxy’s name and address 
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and draw a line on the list of proxies to 
indicate that the proxy has voted.  

The voter’s entry in the Polling List must 
then be marked in the usual manner and 
the voter’s name and number read 
aloud.  

The Presiding Officer or Poll Clerk 
responsible for issuing ballot papers 
must write the voter’s electoral number 
(NOT the proxy’s) on the corresponding 
number list beside the appropriate ballot 
paper number to record that the ballot 

paper has been issued.  

Remember that a ballot paper may only 
be issued to voters who are eligible to 
vote in the referendum.  If the voter’s 
entry in the Polling List is prefixed with a 
letter that does not entitle them to vote in 
the referendum, the proxy is unable to 
cast a vote on their behalf.  See Chapter 
5 page 19 “Who can vote at the 
referendum?” and “Who can’t vote at the 
referendum?” 

Procedure for issuing ballot papers to 
proxies voting on behalf of voters 
with anonymous Polling List entries  

 
To protect them from harm, some voters 
will be registered without reference to 
their name or address – they will have 
an anonymous Polling List entry (see 
Appendix 4).   

Some voters who have an anonymous 
entry may have appointed a proxy to 
vote on their behalf.  In that case, ask for 
their poll card.  Proxies wishing to vote 
on behalf of an anonymous voter MUST 
produce their official proxy poll card and 
will not be able to vote as a proxy 
without one.   

Instead of asking for the voter’s name 
and address and calling out the voter’s 

name, only their electoral number should 
be asked for and called out.  

Remember that a ballot paper may only 
be issued to voters who are eligible to 
vote in the referendum.  If the voter’s 
anonymous entry in the Polling List is 
prefixed with a letter that does not entitle 
them to vote in the referendum (see 
Chapter 5 page 19), the proxy is unable 
to cast a vote on their behalf.  

Eligibility for voting as a proxy 

 
A person is not entitled to vote as a 
proxy on behalf of more than two voters 
who are not close relatives.   The only 
circumstances in which a person can act 
as a proxy for more than two voters is if 
they are immediate members of their 
family (i.e. spouse, civil partner, parent, 
grandparent, brother, sister, child or 
grandchild).   

Where a person who has been 
appointed to act as proxy for more than 
one voter applies to cast those voters’ 
votes, the proxy should only be given 
the ballot paper for one voter at a time.  

Proxies may also be challenged in the 

same way that an ordinary voter may 
be if they are suspected of 

personation.  If this happens, ask the 

relevant prescribed questions (see 

Appendix 5a).  

What if the voter turns up to vote 
instead of their proxy?  

 
An elector who has appointed a proxy is 
entitled to receive their ballot paper if 

they apply for it in person, but only if the 
request is made before a ballot paper 
has been issued on their behalf to the 
proxy.   

The list of proxies must not be marked if 
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this happens, but the voter’s entry on the 
Polling List must be marked instead.  If 
the proxy then turns up later, they must 
NOT be allowed to vote as a proxy for 
the voter.  If, however, they insist that 
the voter has not yet voted and the 
prescribed questions are answered 
satisfactorily (see Appendix 5a), a 
tendered ballot paper may be issued.  

Where the voter who has appointed the 
proxy wishes to vote in person, but their 
proxy has requested to vote by post, the 
voter cannot be issued with a ballot 

paper.  An ‘A’ marker will appear against 
the voter’s name in the Polling List and 
the name of the proxy and the address 
to which the postal vote has been sent 
will appear on the list of postal proxies.  
 
What happens if someone else 
appears to have voted as a proxy?  

 
The Presiding Officer should follow the 
procedure for issuing tendered ballot 
papers for proxies if a proxy’s entry on 
the list of proxies and the entry of the 
voter on the Polling List have already 
been marked (see Appendix 5b). 
 
The Presiding Officer should only issue 
a tendered ballot paper after asking the 
prescribed questions for proxies (see 
Appendix 5b). 
 

Emergency Proxies  

 

Note that the rules have changed in 

respect of emergency proxies.  Voters 

can appoint an emergency proxy up to 

5pm on the day of the referendum if 

they are unable to vote in person as a 
result of illness or disability arising after 

the deadline for normal proxies (5pm 

on Wednesday 3 September).   

In addition, emergency proxies can be 

appointed up to 5pm on the day of 

the referendum for voters who will be 

unavoidably and unforeseeably absent 

from their registered address or who 

are unable to attend the polling station 

because of reasons relating to their 

occupation, service or employment, as 

long as these reasons arose after the 
deadline for normal proxies.  

If anyone does apply on the day of the 

referendum, the Electoral Registration 

Officer (ERO) and Counting Officer will 

make sure that polling station staff are 

informed of the procedure to follow.  

If the ERO grants an emergency proxy 
application on the day of the 
referendum, the relevant Presiding 
Officer will be advised either in writing or 
by telephone.  

The Presiding Officer should then make 
a note of the voter’s name, address and 
electoral number and attach this 
information to the list of proxies.  There 
may have been a blank form included at 
the end of the list of proxies for that 
purpose.  

Once the ERO’s decision to grant an 
emergency proxy application has 
been notified, the Presiding Officer 
must issue a ballot paper in the usual 
way.  The ERO’s written record (if 
available) or the Presiding Officer’s 
note should be marked to show that 
the proxy has voted on the voter’s 
behalf.  
 
If someone comes to the polling station 
before the 5pm deadline to act as a 
proxy on a voter’s behalf, where that 
voter has not previously applied for a 
proxy, you should advise the proposed 
proxy to contact the ERO without delay.
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Appendix 4 – Voters with an 
anonymous Polling List entry  
 

To protect them from harm, some voters 
will be registered without reference to 
their name or address.  They will have 
what is called an anonymous entry in the 
Polling List, which will consist of their 
electoral number and the letter ‘N’.  
Some of these voters may also have 
further letters that qualify their eligibility 

to vote at certain elections or 
referendums.  (See Chapter 5 page 19 
for details).  

If a Polling List contains anonymous 
entries, these will be found at the end of 
the Polling List under the ‘Other 
Electors’ section.  It is important to 
remember that, where the Polling List for 
a single polling district is split between 
two or more polling stations, the entry 
may appear on the Polling List for one of 
the other polling stations using that part 
of the Polling List.  

The procedure for issuing a ballot 
paper to an anonymous voter is 
different from ordinary voters.  

Procedure for issuing ballot papers to 
voters with an anonymous entry  

 
Unlike ordinary voters, anonymous 
voters MUST have a poll card and will 
not be able to vote without one.  

 ask for their poll card – it will not 
contain their name or address but 
will have their electoral number  

 check the Polling List – the entry for 
that electoral number should be an 
‘N’, rather than a name and address  

 mark the voter’s entry in the Polling 
List  

 do not ask for the name or address 
of the voter – call out only their 
electoral number  

 enter the electoral number in the 
corresponding number list  

 issue the ballot paper and return 
their poll card to them. 

 
The prescribed questions may also be 
put to a voter with an anonymous Polling 
List entry, but they are different from 
those put to ordinary voters (see 
Appendix 5a).  

What if a voter with an anonymous 
entry appears at the polling station 
without a poll card?  

 
If they have simply forgotten to bring 
their poll card with them, ask them to 
come back to the polling station at a 
later time with their poll card.  If they 
claim that they never received one or 
that they have lost it, ask them to 
contact the Counting Officer 
immediately.  If a replacement poll card 
is issued and the voter later returns to 
the polling station with it, a ballot paper 
must then be issued in the manner 
described above.  
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Appendix 5a – The prescribed 
questions  
 
The prescribed questions can be asked 
of any voter or proxy.  However, the 
Presiding Officer must put the 
prescribed questions precisely and 
calmly in the following circumstances:  
 
Circumstances in which a tendered 
ballot paper must be issued: 

 

 A voter (who has not appointed a 
proxy) applies for a ballot paper but 
the Polling List shows that they have 
already voted.  In this circumstance, 
even if the questions are answered 
satisfactorily, the voter is entitled 
only to a tendered ballot paper.  

 

 A proxy voter’s entry on the list of 
proxies has already been marked 
and the entry of the voter on the 
Polling List has also been marked.  
Upon satisfactorily answering the 
questions, the voter or proxy is 
entitled only to a tendered ballot 
paper.  
 

 A proxy voter returns to the polling 
station after their application to cast 
a vote as a proxy has been rejected 
because the Polling List indicates 
that the voter has voted in person 
(the list of proxies in this case would 
not be marked), and insists that the 
voter has not voted.  If they answer 
the questions satisfactorily, they will 
be entitled only to a tendered ballot 

paper. 
 

 A voter’s (or a proxy’s) name 
appears on the postal voters list (or 
proxy postal voters list) but they 
state that they did not apply to vote 

by post.  If the voter (or proxy) 
answers the questions satisfactorily, 
they are entitled only to a tendered 
ballot paper. 
 

 A voter (or proxy) whose name 
appears on the postal voters list (or 
proxy postal voters list), arrives at 
the polling station after 5pm on the 

day of the referendum and claims to 
have lost, spoilt or not received their 
postal ballot paper.  If the questions 
are answered satisfactorily, the voter 
(or proxy) will be entitled only to a 
tendered ballot paper.  

 
Circumstances in which an ordinary 
ballot paper must be issued: 
 

 A voter states that their name is not 
as shown in the Polling List.  If, in 
response to the prescribed 
questions, the voter can confirm that 
the Polling List entry refers to them, 
an ordinary ballot paper must be 
issued.  
 

 Polling station staff suspect a voter 
or a proxy of personation.  If, in 
response to the prescribed 
questions, the voter can confirm that 
the Polling List entry refers to them, 
an ordinary ballot paper must be 
issued.  
 

 A referendum agent or polling agent 
requires the questions to be asked.  
If the prescribed questions are 
answered satisfactorily, an ordinary 
ballot paper must be issued.  
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 The voter is registered as eligible to 
vote but is clearly under age.  If the 
prescribed questions are answered 
satisfactorily, an ordinary ballot 
paper must be issued.  (However, 
the voter and any accompanying 
adult should be advised that it is an 
offence for a person to vote at the 
referendum before the age of 16 
years.  If the voter insists on casting 
their vote, the matter should be 
referred to the referendum office and 
the Electoral Registration Office.) 
 

The Presiding Officer, regardless of 
any doubt they may have, must issue 
an ordinary or tendered ballot paper, as 
appropriate, to anyone who has 
answered the questions correctly.  If a 
person refuses to answer the 
questions, then neither an ordinary nor 
a tendered ballot paper can be issued.  
If that person returns later, then the 
Presiding Officer must again ask them 
the prescribed questions.  
 
No inquiry may be made as to the 
right of any person to vote, other than 
the statutory questions shown below.  
 
The prescribed questions to be asked 
of a person applying to vote as an 
elector  

 
‘Are you the person named in the Polling 
List as follows?’ (You must then read out 
loud the whole entry from the Polling 
List.) 

If the answer is ‘no’, do not issue a ballot 
paper.  If the answer is ‘yes’, then ask:  

‘Have you already voted in this 
referendum otherwise than as proxy for 
some other person?’ 

If the answer is ‘yes’ to this question, do 
not issue a ballot paper.   

If the person has answered ‘yes’ to the 
first question and ‘no’ to the second 
question, an ordinary or tendered ballot 
paper must be issued as appropriate.  

The prescribed questions to be asked 
of a person applying to vote as a 
proxy (but not on behalf of a voter 
with an anonymous entry)  
 
The prescribed questions for proxies 

have a different wording:  

‘Are you the person whose name 

appears as (read out the name that 

appears in the list of proxies) in the list 

of proxies for this referendum as 

entitled to vote as proxy on behalf of 

(the name of the voter on the Polling 

List)?’  

If the answer is ‘no’, do not issue a ballot 
paper. If the answer is ‘yes’, then ask:  

‘Have you already voted in this 
referendum as proxy on behalf of (the 
name of the voter on the Polling List)?  

If the answer is ‘yes’ to this question, a 

ballot paper must not be issued.  If the 

answer is ‘no’, then ask:  
 

‘Are you the spouse, civil partner, 

parent, grandparent, brother, sister, 

child or grandchild of (the name of the 

voter on the Polling List)?’  

If the answer to this question is ‘yes’ 
(and the questions above have been 

answered satisfactorily), an ordinary 
or tendered ballot paper must be 
issued as appropriate. 
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If, however, the answer is ‘no’, then 
ask:  

‘Have you already voted in this 
referendum on behalf of two persons of 
whom you are not the spouse, civil 
partner, parent, grandparent, brother, 
sister, child or grandchild?’  

If the answer to this question is ‘yes’, 
do not issue a ballot paper.  

If the answer is ‘no’ (and the questions 
above have been answered 

satisfactorily), an ordinary or tendered 
ballot paper must be issued, as 
appropriate.  

The prescribed questions to be asked 
of a person applying to vote as a 
proxy for a voter with an anonymous 
entry  

 
‘Are you the person entitled to vote as 
proxy on behalf of the voter whose 
number on the Polling List is (read out 
the number from the Polling List)?’  

If the answer is ‘no’, do not issue a ballot 
paper.  If the answer is ‘yes’, then ask:  

‘Have you already voted in this 
referendum as proxy on behalf of the 
voter whose number on the Polling List 
is (read out the number of the voter on 
Polling List)?’  

If the answer is ‘yes’ to this question, a 
ballot paper must not be issued.  If the 
answer is ‘no’, you must also ask:  

‘Are you the spouse, civil partner, 

parent, grandparent, brother, sister, 
child or grandchild of the person 
whose number on the Polling List is 
(read out the number of the voter 
on the Polling List)?’  

If the answer to this question is 

‘yes’ (and the questions above 
have been answered satisfactorily), 
an ordinary or tendered ballot 
paper must be issued as 
appropriate.  

If, however, the answer is ‘no’, then ask:  

'Have you already voted at this 
referendum on behalf of two persons of 
whom you are not the spouse, civil 
partner, parent, grandparent, brother, 
sister, child or grandchild?'  

If the answer to this question is ‘yes’, do 
not issue a ballot paper.  

 If the answer to this question is ‘no’ 
(and all of the above questions have 
been answered satisfactorily), then an 
ordinary or tendered ballot paper must 
be issued as appropriate.  

The prescribed questions to be asked 
of a person applying to vote in person 
when they are shown on the Polling 
List as a postal voter  

 
The following prescribed questions are 
for voters shown on the Polling List as 
postal voters but who claim either to 
have not applied to vote by post or who 
present themselves at the polling station 
after 5pm on the day of the referendum 
and claim to have lost or not received 
their postal ballot papers.  
 
‘Did you apply to vote by post?’  

If the answer is ‘no’, a tendered ballot 
paper must be issued.  

If the answer to this question is ‘yes’, 
then ask:  

‘Why have you not voted by post?’ 

If the question is answered satisfactorily, 
the Presiding Officer should record the 
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reason and issue a tendered ballot 
paper.  

If, however, the voter says that they 

have not voted by post because they 

have lost or not received (all or any 

part of) their postal ballot pack, a 

tendered ballot paper can be issued 

only after 5pm.  If it is before 5pm 

refer them to staff at the referendum 

office who should be able to issue a 

replacement postal ballot pack. 

The prescribed questions to be asked 
of a person applying to vote as a 
proxy when they are shown as having 
been issued with a postal proxy ballot 
paper  

 
The prescribed questions for proxies 
named on the proxy postal voters list but 
who claim either to have not applied to 
vote by post or who present themselves 
at the polling station after 5pm on  the 
day of the referendum and claim to have 
lost or not received their postal ballot 
papers are as follows:  

‘Did you apply to vote by post as proxy?’  

If the answer is ‘no’, a tendered ballot 
paper must be issued.  

If the answer to this question is ‘yes’, 
then ask:  

‘Why have you not voted by post as 
proxy?’  

If the question is answered satisfactorily, 
the Presiding Officer should record the 
reason and issue a tendered ballot 
paper.  

If, however, the proxy says that they 
have not voted by post because they 
have lost or not received (all or any 
part of) their postal ballot pack, a 
tendered ballot paper can be issued 
only after 5pm.  If it is before 5pm 
refer them to staff at the referendum 
office, who should be able to issue a 
replacement postal ballot pack. 
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Appendix 5b – Tendered ballot papers  
 

You must read these instructions 
carefully before issuing any tendered 
ballot paper.  If you are not the senior 
Presiding Officer for the polling place 
you should consult that officer before 
issuing the paper.  Some Counting 
Officers may also require you to 
phone the referendum office before 
issuing a tendered paper.  You should 
follow the instructions issued by the 
Counting Officer. 

 
Tendered ballot papers 

 
Tendered ballot papers are pink while 
ordinary ballot papers are white.  
Tendered ballot books contain fewer 
ballot papers than ordinary ballot books.  
Tendered ballot papers will often be 
supplied in a sealed and labelled packet 
to identify them as being different from 
the ordinary ballot papers.  They can 
only be issued in specific circumstances 
which are discussed below.   
 
The Counting Officer will have advised 
you in training of the procedures you 
must follow before issuing a tendered 
ballot paper.  This may involve 
consulting the senior Presiding Officer 
for the polling place or contacting the 
referendum office for confirmation.  Be 
sure to follow these procedures. 
 
Circumstances in which to issue 
tendered ballot papers  

 

The Presiding Officer must make 
sure that tendered ballot papers are 
issued only in the prescribed 
circumstances.  Tendered ballot 
papers should only be issued if:  

 the voter number appears on the 
Polling List (or notice) as having 
already voted  

 a proxy’s entry on the list of proxies 
has already been marked and/or the 
entry of the voter who appointed 
them as a proxy has been marked  

 the voter (or proxy) who appears on 
the list of postal voters claims not to 

have applied for a postal vote.  They 
are entitled to request a replacement 
postal ballot pack from the Counting 
Officer up until 5pm, but can be 
issued with a tendered ballot paper 
at any time if they so wish  

 it is after 5pm and the voter (or 
proxy) who appears on the list of 
postal voters claims to have lost, 
spoilt or not received their postal 
vote  

 
If tendered ballot papers are issued in 
error, the Presiding Officer must make a 
note of the unique identifying numbers of 
the tendered ballots that have been 
issued by mistake and inform the 
Counting Officer as soon as possible.  

Before issuing a tendered ballot 
paper, the Presiding Officer should 
explain the circumstances to the 
voter (or proxy) and must then ask 
the prescribed questions relevant to 
their situation (see Appendix 5a).  
 
If the prescribed questions are 
answered satisfactorily, then the 
Presiding Officer must issue a 
tendered ballot paper.  The Presiding 
Officer should then explain the 
tendered vote procedure to the voter 
(or proxy).  
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Procedure for issue 

  
Once the voter (or proxy) has 
satisfactorily answered the prescribed 
questions, the voter’s electoral number 
(including the polling district reference) 
must be written against the number of 
the tendered ballot paper being issued 
on the tendered votes list.  

Ensure that the tendered ballot paper 
bears the official mark, fold it, then 
unfold it and hand it to the voter or proxy 
so that they can see both options on the 

ballot paper.  They must then vote in 
secret, fold the tendered ballot paper 
and return it to the Presiding Officer.  
 
 

The tendered ballot paper must NOT 
be placed in the ballot box. 
 

 
To make sure this does not happen, the 
Presiding Officer should stand by the 
ballot box and cover the slot.  
The Presiding Officer must take the 
tendered ballot paper, without 
unfolding it, and endorse it on the back 
with the name of the voter together with 
their electoral number (including the 
polling district reference) and place it in 
the official envelope provided.  They 
must then enter the voter’s electoral 
number and name on the ‘List of 
tendered votes’.  
 

If a proxy votes on behalf of a voter, 

endorse the tendered ballot paper with 

the proxy’s name, but with the voter’s 

electoral number.  Enter the electoral 

number, together with the name of the 

proxy, on the ‘List of tendered votes’.  
 
Reasons for completing a tendered 
ballot paper  

 
On occasion, voters may ask why they 

are being offered a tendered ballot 
paper.  Even though tendered ballot 
papers are not included in the count, a 
tendered ballot paper provides evidence 
that a voter was concerned about the 
conduct of the referendum at the time of 
voting, rather than after the result was 
declared.  As such, tendered ballot 
papers are the first step in pursuing a 
complaint about the electoral process.  If 
a voter does not take this step it could 
mean that there is no formal record that 
they tried, but were unable, to cast their 
vote.  

In addition, whenever a tendered ballot 
paper is issued, the name and the 
electoral number of the voter are 
entered on the list of tendered votes.  
This list then enables the Counting 
Officer to establish whether there are 
any patterns of possible personation 
across their area.  For example, a 
significant number of entries on the list 
might hint at organised and large scale 
malpractice. 
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Appendix 6 – Security at the polling 
station  
 

It is essential that polling stations are run 
in a calm and orderly manner.  The 
Presiding Officer is responsible for the 
security of the polling station while any 
senior Presiding Officer also has a duty 
for the security of the polling place as a 
whole. 
 

Keeping order  

 
Presiding Officers must maintain order in 
the polling station.  They have the power 
to order a person’s removal from the 
polling station.  Eligible voters must 
nevertheless be allowed to vote before 
they are removed.  A Presiding Officer 
who orders the removal of a person 
should record the details of the incident 
and pass them on to the referendum 
office.  

A person who has been removed from 
the polling station but has not chosen to 
exercise their right to vote may only be 
re-admitted on the authority of the 
Presiding Officer.  If the person returns 
and conducts themselves in an orderly 
manner, they must be given the 
opportunity to vote.  

There is no legal definition of the extent 
of the polling station but, at a minimum, 
it is the room in which voting takes 
place.  

Poll Clerks are not empowered to order 
a person’s removal from the polling 
station.  Only the Presiding Officer can 
do this. 

Serious disturbances or incidents 
and the adjournment of the poll  

 
The Counting Officer will have informed 
the police of the location of polling 
stations.  Police officers may be 
assigned polling station duties and may 
visit them during the day.  If there is 
disorder at the polling station during the 

day, contact the referendum office and 
inform them of the situation.  If 
necessary, call the police to deal with 
the problem.  The Counting Officer will 
have issued you with emergency 
contact numbers. 

In the event of a serious disturbance or 
incident e.g. bomb scare, fire, flood, etc., 
the Presiding Officer may be asked to 
vacate the premises or may decide to do 
so.  If the emergency services ask for 
the building to be evacuated, it must be 
done.  Inform the referendum office 
immediately and seek guidance on 
further actions that should be taken.  
 
Never put the personal safety of voters 
or the rest of the polling station team at 
risk, or risk any injury to any person.  If it 
is possible to do so without putting 
personal safety at risk, then all the 
sensitive referendum materials (the 
ballot box, ballot papers, Polling List, 
etc.) may be removed from the building 
and kept under the care of the polling 
station staff.  

If forced to leave the premises, 

establish a temporary polling station at 

a safe distance from the serious 
disturbance or incident.  Regardless of 

whether there has been an interruption 
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in polling, the polling station must still 

close at 10pm.   

However, a note should be made of the 

time during which the polling station 

was unable to operate.  

In the most extreme cases, the Counting 
Officer will permit the Presiding Officer 
to adjourn the poll until the following day.  
If the poll is adjourned, then the 
Counting Officer will arrange for the 
referendum materials to be collected.  

 

Presiding Officers must NOT adjourn 
the poll without the Counting 
Officer’s consent. 
 

 
Dealing with difficult situations 

  
It is possible that during the course of 
the day of the referendum polling 
station staff will encounter difficult 
situations or be faced with 
confrontational behaviour.  
The following steps may assist polling 
station staff with potentially difficult or 
challenging situations:  

 Listen to the voter – it is good 
practice to look at the person while 
they speak, demonstrating interest.  

 Understand – let the person know 
that every effort is being made to 
understand the problem from their 
perspective.  This emphasises that 
an informed decision is being 
considered.  

 Explore – ask the person if there is 

any further relevant information that 
they can give that might help the 
process along.  

 Summarise – give the response and 
the reason for it.  Do not become 
engaged in an argument. 
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Appendix 7 – Procedure for dealing 
with personation  
 
What happens if polling station staff 
suspect a voter of personation?  
 
There may be rare occasions when a 
member of the polling station team, a 
referendum agent or a polling agent 
suspects that the person requesting a 
ballot paper is not who they claim to be.  
This is called personation and it is a 
serious offence.  
 
Remember that a person, other than a 
proxy, is not guilty of personation if they 
apply for a ballot paper by a name which 
is not their own, as long as it is the name 
under which they have been registered. 
 
Presiding Officers must not interrogate a 
person if they suspect personation.  
Only the prescribed questions may be 
asked.  The questions must be put to the 
person before they are issued with a 
ballot paper, and not afterwards (see 
Appendix 5a). 
 
The prescribed questions determine 
whether the voter is the person who 
appears on the Polling List (or the list of 
proxies if they are voting as a proxy for 
someone else), and if they have voted 
before in the referendum (or on behalf of 
that voter if they are the proxy). 
 
If the person answers the questions 
satisfactorily, an ordinary ballot paper 
must be issued.  The Presiding Officer 
should, however, report their suspicions 
to the Counting Officer as soon as 
possible.  
 
If there is a confrontation, or a 
reasonable expectation of confrontation, 
the Presiding Officer should consider 

their own safety and the safety of all 
other people present as a priority.  
Consideration may be given to other 
ways of supporting a future 
investigation, such as recording 
registration numbers of vehicles and 
preserving items touched by a person 
involved in an incident, if it is safe to do 
so, until the arrival of a police officer.  
 
If a person has been arrested on the 
grounds that they are suspected of 
committing or of being about to commit 
personation, that person must not be 
prevented from voting as long as they 
answer the prescribed questions 
satisfactorily. 
 
What happens if a referendum agent 
or a polling agent challenges a voter? 

 
If a referendum agent or a polling agent 
challenges a voter (through the 
Presiding Officer), the voter must not be 
prevented from voting as long as they 
answer the prescribed questions 
correctly. 
 
What happens if someone else (apart 
from a proxy) appears to have voted 
on behalf of the voter? 

 
There are rare occasions when a person 
asks for a ballot paper only to find that 
their name on the Polling List is marked 
as already having voted.  If it appears 
that someone other than their appointed 
proxy has voted on behalf of an elector, 
the tendered ballot process outlined in 
Appendix 5b should be followed. 
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Appendix 8 – Guidance on tellers, the 
media and exit polls 
 
Tellers  

 
Tellers volunteer for campaign 
organisations.  They stand outside 
polling places and record the electoral 
numbers of voters who have voted.  By 
identifying voters who have not voted 
and by relaying this information to their 
campaign organisations, tellers play an 
important role for the campaigns.  The 
campaigners or their supporters may 
then contact the voters who have not yet 
been to vote and encourage them to do 
so.  In this way, tellers may help to boost 
turnout at the referendum. 

Unlike polling agents, who will have 
accreditation from the Counting Officer 
and who are entitled to remain within the 
polling station if they so wish, tellers are 
not allowed inside the polling station 
except to vote on their own behalf, as 
proxy for another voter, or as a 
companion of a disabled voter. 
 
It is for Counting Officers and Presiding 
Officers to determine where tellers are 
permitted to stand.  Normally, tellers are 
required to stand outside the polling 
place.  Where the layout of the polling 
place permits and particularly in 
inclement weather, Counting Officers 
may instruct Presiding Officers to allow 
tellers to stand at a convenient location 
close to the entrance of the polling 
place, such as the foyer.  However, 
tellers may be required to leave if the 
Counting Officer or the Presiding Officer 
believes that their presence inside the 
building is compromising the secrecy of 
the ballot or impeding or obstructing the 
voters.  Where the polling place 

consists of one room only, tellers must 
not be permitted to carry out their 
activities within that room. 

There should be no more than one 
teller at a polling place for each 
permitted participant at any time.  (A 
permitted participant is a campaigner or 
campaign organisation registered with 
the Electoral Commission.)  Where a 
polling place has separate entrances, it 
may be appropriate for there to be 
tellers at each entrance, but no more 
than one per permitted participant at 
each.  

Tellers have no legal status and voters 
have the right to refuse to give them any 
information.   

The Counting Officer may provide 
further guidance on the activities of 
tellers. 

Tellers must:  

 always remain outside the polling 
station, unless casting their own 
vote, voting as proxy or 
accompanying a disabled voter 

 always comply with the instructions 
of the Counting Officer and 
Presiding Officer. 
 

Tellers must not:  

 be able to see or hear what is 
happening inside the polling station 

 impede, obstruct or intimidate voters 
on their way in or out of the polling 
place or station 



 

 

50 

 

 demand any information about a 
voter’s electoral number, name or 
address  

 ask voters to re-enter the polling 
station to ascertain their electoral 
number or to retrieve their poll cards 

 have discussions with voters that 
may give rise to allegations of undue 
influence (e.g. voting intentions or 
campaign affiliations)  

 display any campaign material in 
support of or against any particular 
campaign other than a rosette or 
badge. 

Counting Officers may issue specific 
instructions relating to whether tellers 
may:  

 approach voters for information as 
they enter or leave the polling place: 
and   

 display a rosette or badge displaying 
the name of the campaign.   
 

You should follow the instructions issued 
by your Counting Officer. 
 
Presiding Officers have a responsibility 
for ensuring that voters can cast their 
votes in a free and fair manner.  They 
should check on tellers’ activities from 
time to time and make sure that they do 
not block the entrance or hinder voters 
from entering the polling place/station.  

Presiding Officers should always have 
regard to the instructions of the Counting 
Officer in relation to tellers.  If there are 
problems with tellers’ activities during 
the day of the referendum, the Presiding 
Officer should contact the referendum 
office for further instructions.

The media  
 
Representatives of the media have no 
right to enter a polling station except as 
voters or accredited observers.  They 
must not be allowed to film or interview 
voters in the polling station or the polling 
place.  If a film crew is filming or 
interviews are taking place outside the 
polling place, make sure that voters are 
not hindered or harassed on their way to 
vote and that the entrance to the polling 
place is not obstructed.  

Some members of the media may be 
accredited as observers by the Electoral 
Commission.  If this is the case, they will 
have ID badges issued by the 
Commission (see Chapter 4 pages 14-
15).  They must display their badge to 
gain access to the polling station.  If they 
are accredited in this way they are 
entitled to access the polling station in 
the same way as other accredited 
observers and they are subject to the 
Commission’s code of conduct.  They 
are still not allowed to film or to interview 
voters in the polling station or the polling 
place. 
 
Exit polls  

 
Public opinion poll companies may be 
commissioned to run an exit poll for the 
referendum.  Presiding Officers may be 
informed by the Counting Officer if a 
polling company intends to conduct an 
exit poll outside the polling place.  If that 
is the case, make sure that the 
interviewers neither enter nor block the 
access to the polling place.  
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Appendix 9 – Health and safety  
 
Health and safety of polling station 
staff and voters  

 
Presiding Officers and Poll Clerks must 
be aware of any potential risks to safety 
throughout the day of the referendum.  
This requires an inspection of the 
premises as a whole and of the 
immediate area outside.  If hazards are 
identified, some remedy needs to be 
considered.  Liaise with the key-holder 

first if appropriate and where possible.  
Make a record of any hazards identified 
and the action taken and advise the 
referendum office of any that you cannot 
resolve. 
 
If an accident occurs to any person at 
the polling station or place, a record 
must be made of the incident and the 
following information recorded:  

 full name and address of person 
involved  

 time of accident  

 location of accident  

 brief details of accident  

 evidence of injury or damage  

 name and address of any witnesses  

 conditions prevailing at the time  

 action taken by polling staff and by 
any key-holders 

 name of doctor or paramedic called  

 details of any hospital admission.  
 
The referendum office should be 
informed immediately.  
 

Lifting heavy objects  

 

Listed below are some points that, if 

observed, may help to reduce the risk 

of injury to those who are involved with 

manual handling operations:  

 Before attempting to lift or move any 
object, test the weight by tilting to 
determine how heavy the load is and 
the position of its centre of gravity  

 Before starting to lift or move any 
object, ensure that the area in which 
you are working is clear and free 
from obstructions  

 Ensure that you have a firm, 
comfortable grip before lifting  

 Ensure that you have a firm footing 
before lifting 

 When lifting, keep your head up, 
your back straight and your feet 
slightly apart   

 Wherever possible, lift from the 
knees using your leg muscles 

 Keep the object you are lifting as 
close to your body as possible  

 Do not pile objects so high that you 
or your load might overbalance  

 Do not pile objects so high that you 
cannot see where you are going  

 If you cannot lift or move the load on 
your own, ask for assistance  

 Help others to lift or move a load if 

you are asked and if you are 
capable of doing so.  
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Appendix 10 – Frequently asked questions 

for polling station staff on the day of the 

referendum  
 

Q. Why do you need to write 
my electoral number beside 
my ballot paper number?  
Does this mean my vote is not 
secret?  

A. This is required in the referendum 
rules.  This is an updated version of a 
system that dates from the Ballot Act 
1872, which was introduced to avoid 
the possibility of counterfeit ballot 
papers being used and to assist with 
the detection of alleged fraud.  

Numbered ballot papers make it far 

more difficult for an unscrupulous 

person to introduce copies of official 

ballot papers into the ballot box.  If 

fraud has occurred, it would be 
possible to detect it by reference to 

the corresponding number list.  

There is a safeguard to prevent the 
ballot paper numbers on the 
corresponding number list being linked 
with the marked ballot papers.  At the 
close of poll, the corresponding 
number list is placed in a sealed 
envelope by the Presiding Officer at 
the polling station.  The sealed 
envelope is then taken to the Counting 
Officer at the referendum count, where 
it remains sealed, as required by law.  
After the count has taken place, the 
used ballot papers are also sealed.  
The only occasion when the sealed 
packets can be opened is on the order 
of a sheriff principal as a result of a 
petition for judicial review or as part of 
an investigation into an alleged 
referendum offence.  Even then, it is 

very rare for the documents to be 
examined except in cases where fraud 
or personation (i.e. someone voting 
illegally on someone else’s behalf) are 
being investigated.  

Because of the above safeguards, it 
is virtually impossible for any person 
to be in a position to marry up a voter 
to a particular ballot paper.  
 
For that reason, voters can be 
confident that the ballot remains 
secret.  Voters need not fear that the 
way in which they voted could be 
detected, except under the very 
special circumstances outlined above.  
 
Q. I’ve forgotten to post my postal 
vote.  Can I vote in person here at 
the polling station?  

A. We can’t give you an ordinary ballot 
paper here at the polling station.  
However, you don’t need to post your 
postal vote in order to vote.  You, or 
someone else on your behalf, can 
deliver your postal vote by hand to the 
referendum office or to this or any 
other polling station in the council 
area, so long as it is received before 
10pm tonight when the poll closes.   
 
Q. My postal vote hasn’t arrived yet 
– what can I do?  
 
A. Before 5pm: A replacement can be 
issued if you can get to the referendum 
office before 5pm today.  You will need 
to take along some form of 
identification.   
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Staff in the referendum office will be 
able to provide more information on 
this procedure and can tell you what 
sort of identification is acceptable.  

After 5pm: You are entitled to 

receive a tendered ballot paper.  If 

you are on the Polling List for this 

polling station and you answer the 

prescribed questions satisfactorily, 

we will be able to issue you with one.  

Q. My postal vote has arrived, 
but now I’ve lost my ballot 
paper. What can I do?  

A. Before 5pm: A replacement can be 
issued if you can get to the referendum 
office before 5pm today.  You will need 
to bring along any pieces of your 
postal ballot pack that you still have 
and some form of identification.  Staff 
in the referendum office will be able to 
provide more information on this 
procedure and can tell you what sort of 
identification is acceptable.  

After 5pm: You are entitled to 

receive a tendered ballot paper.  If 

you are on the Polling List for this 

polling station and you answer the 

prescribed questions satisfactorily, 

we will be able to issue you with one.  

Q. I’ve received my postal vote but 
now I’ve changed my mind and 
want to vote in person at the 
polling station.  Can I cancel my 
postal vote?  

A. No – if you have been issued with a 
postal vote you can’t now vote in 
person.  However, you can deliver 
your completed postal vote, sealed in 
the envelopes provided, by hand to 
this or any other polling station in the 
council area or to the referendum 
office before 10pm today.  If you are 
unable to deliver it yourself, someone 
else can deliver it for you so long as it 

is received before 10pm today.  

If you want to cancel your postal vote 
for future elections and referendums, 
please contact the Electoral 
Registration Officer.  

Q. What do you mean I’m not 
registered – I thought that 
everyone could vote?  

Never send any person away without 

the most stringent checks.  .Check the 
Polling List thoroughly to ensure that 
the enquirer is not registered.  Check 

whether the entry is listed out of order 
and whether it appears under “Other 

Electors” at the end of the Polling List 
for that polling district (remember that 
this may be at another station in your 

polling place).  If, after checking, you 
still can’t find the entry, refer the 
person to the Electoral Registration 

Officer to confirm that they are not on 
the Polling List.  If, however, after 
making these checks, it is clear that 

the person is not on the Polling List, 
respond as follows:-   

A. You need to be on the Polling List 
to vote at this referendum.  In order to 
be included on the electoral register 
and to be able to vote at future 
elections and referendums, you will 
need to apply to the Electoral 
Registration Officer.  

If you are sure you returned a 
registration form, please contact the 
Electoral Registration Office 
immediately.  There is provision for 
the ERO to correct clerical errors in 
the register up until 9pm tonight. 
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Q. My husband has had an 
accident/been admitted to 

hospital/been taken ill and can’t 

vote in person.  Is there anything 

that can be done?  

If the enquiry is made before 5pm  
 
A. Yes, but only if the medical 
emergency occurred after 5pm on 
Wednesday 3 September (the 
deadline for applying for proxy votes).  
He can apply to the Electoral 
Registration Officer to appoint a proxy 
to vote on his behalf, but the 
application must be made before 5pm 

today.  His application must be 
countersigned by a person who is 18 
or over, knows him but is not related to 
him and can confirm he became ill 
after the deadline for applying for an 
ordinary proxy vote.  You must contact 
the Electoral Registration Office 
immediately for advice on arranging an 
emergency proxy vote. 
 
If the enquiry is made after 5pm  
 
A. I’m sorry, but it is now too late to 
organise an emergency proxy vote. 
 
Q. My sister has been called away 
suddenly for reasons of 
occupation/service/employment and 
can’t vote in person.  Is there 
anything that can be done? 
 
If the enquiry is made before 5pm  
 
A. Yes, but only if she learned this 
after 5pm on Wednesday 3 
September (the deadline for applying 
for proxy votes).  She can apply to the 

Electoral Registration Officer to 
appoint a proxy to vote on her behalf, 
but the application must be made 
before 5pm today.  Unless she is a 
service voter, called away on duty, the 

application must be countersigned 
either by her employer, or if she is not 
an employee, by someone over 18 
who knows her but is not related to 
her, confirming that she was required 
to work away from home after the 
deadline for applying for an ordinary 
proxy vote.  You must contact the 
Electoral Registration Office 
immediately for advice on arranging an 
emergency proxy vote.  
 
If the enquiry is made after 5pm  
 
A. I’m sorry, but it is now too late to 
organise an emergency proxy vote. 
 
Q. My father has had to go away at 
short notice and cannot come to the 
polling place in person. 
 
If the enquiry is made before 5pm  
 
A. Yes, but only if he learned this after 
5pm on Wednesday 3 September 
(the deadline for applying for proxy 
votes).  He can apply to the Electoral 
Registration Officer to appoint a proxy 
to vote on his behalf, but the 
application must be made before 5pm 
today.  His application will need to be 
countersigned by another person who 
is aged 18 or over, knows him but is 
not related to him and can confirm that 
he was unavoidably and unforeseeably 
obliged to be away from home after 
the deadline for applying for an 
ordinary proxy vote.  You must contact 
the Electoral Registration Office 
immediately for advice on arranging an 
emergency proxy vote.  
 
If the enquiry is made after 5pm  
 
A. I’m sorry, but it is now too late to 
organise an emergency proxy vote. 
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Appendix 11 – Polling station set-
up checklist  

 
Use this checklist before 7am to ensure that the polling station is set up correctly.  
 

Outside the polling station  
  
Entrance, exit and approaches  
  

Is the approach signage clear and can voters easily identify where the polling 
station is? 

 

 
  

Are there parking spaces reserved for disabled people?  

  

Check there are no hazards between the car parking spaces and the entrance to 
the polling station. 

 

 
  

Do noticeboards or any public areas display any material that could be construed 
as supporting the views of either campaign in the referendum?  If so, cover or 
remove them or have them covered or removed. 

 

 
 

  
Signage  
  

Have you ensured good signage for any alternative disabled access and 
can it be read by someone in a wheelchair? 

 

 
  

Is the ‘Guidance for voters’ notice (including any supplied in alternative 
languages and formats) displayed in the polling booths, as well as inside 
and outside the polling station and is it accessible to all voters? 

 

 

  

Where there is more than one polling station, are they clearly numbered?  

 
Level Access  
  

Is there a suitable ramp clear of obstructions?  

  

Is the ramp stable? If not, contact the referendum office immediately.  

  

Are doormats flush with the floor?  If not, remove them.  

  
Entrances   
  

Have double doors been checked to ensure good access for all?  

  

Is the door for any separate disabled access properly signed?  
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Inside the polling station  
  

Is the polling station set up to make best use of space?  

  

Walk the route the voter will be expected to follow, and check that the layout 
will work for voters, taking into account how they will move through the voting 
process from entering to exiting the polling station. 

 

 
 

  

Would the layout work if there was a build-up of voters waiting to vote?  

 

Is best use being made of the lights and natural light available?  

  

Is there a seat available if an elector needs to sit down?  

  
Official notices  
  

Is the ‘Guidance for voters’ notice (including any supplied in alternative 
languages and formats) displayed inside the polling station, inside all polling 
booths and accessible to all voters? 

 

 
 

  

As you walk through the route that the voter will follow, are the posters and 
notices clearly visible, including for wheelchair users? 

 

 
  

Ensure that notices are not displayed among other posters where voters 
would find it difficult to see them.  

 

 
  
Polling booths/ballot box   

  

Is the ballot box placed immediately adjacent to the Presiding Officer?  

  

Is the ballot box correctly sealed?  

  

Can a wheelchair user gain easy access to the ballot box?   

  

Can a wheelchair user gain easy access to the polling booth?  

  

Are polling booths correctly erected and in such a position so as to make best  
use of the lights and natural light? 

 

 
  

Can the Presiding Officer and Poll Clerk observe them clearly?  

  

Are the pencils in all the booths sharpened and available for use?   

  

Is the string attached to the pencils long enough for the size of ballot papers 
and to accommodate both right-handed and left-handed voters? 
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Large-print and hand-held sample ballot paper  

  

Are the large-print ballot papers clearly visible to all voters?  

  

Are the hand-held samples available and visible to all voters?   

  
Tactile voting template  

  

Is the tactile voting template available and in full view?  

  

Do all staff know how to use it?  

  
Ballot papers   

  

Are the ballot papers the correct ones for the polling station and are they 
numbered correctly and stacked in order? 

 

 
  

Do the ballot papers bear the correct official mark on the front?  

  

Are the ballot papers and other essential documents safely stored close to 
the Presiding Officer and Poll Clerk but out of the way of others? 

 

 
  
Corresponding number list  
  

Are the ballot paper numbers on the corresponding list printed in numerical  
order? 

 

 
  

Do the ballot paper numbers printed on the corresponding number list match 
those on the ballot papers? 

 

 
  
Polling List  

  

Do you have the correct polling list for your polling station?   



Printed and Published by 
Falkirk Printworks
Units 6 & 7 Castle Place
Bankside Industrial Estate
Falkirk FK2 7XB

OO

On behalf of 

The Chief Counting Officer
Lothian Chambers
59-63 George IV Bridge
Edinburgh EH1 1RN



1 

 

 
 

Scottish Independence Referendum – 18 September 2014 
 

Review 
 

Scottish Assessors Association Electoral Registration Committee 
 

 
The Scottish Independence Referendum was the most successful electoral event in the 
experience of the Committee.  The voter engagement, planning and partnership working 
between Scottish Government, the Electoral Management Board for Scotland, the Electoral 
Commission (EC), the Chief Counting Officer (CCO), Counting Officers (COs) and Electoral 
Registration Officers (EROs) worked extremely well to deliver a robust referendum for the 
4.28M electorate and Scottish people as a whole. 
 
As with any major process there are components that when scrutinized, can be improved.  
The issues raised below highlight a number of areas worthy of further consideration.   
 
Register of Young Voters 
EROs were required to issue a prescribed1 young voter registration form to every household 
when they conducted the postponed 2013 annual canvass between 1 October 2013 and 10 
March 2014.  They were then required to prepare and maintain a confidential register of 
young voters2.   
 
The inability to combine the traditional household canvass form with the young voters 
registration form complicated the canvass process and resulted in the otherwise 
unnecessary printing of some 2.5M forms.  This was an extremely unfortunate missed 
opportunity however the close working between EROs, education authorities, educational 
establishments and care providers ensured that EROs were able to identify the whereabouts 
of young voters and ensure that every opportunity for them to register to vote was 
provided. 
 
The complex rules3 around the entitlement for an under 18 year old to be added as an 
attainer to the register of local government electors that were essentially determined by the 
date of receipt of the completed application/canvass form by the ERO led to a lack of 
understanding and confusion amongst the public and campaign organisations as to which 

                                                      
1
 SIR(Franchise)Act 2013 Sch 2 

2
 SIR(Franchise)Act 2013 s.4 

3
 Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Act 2013 Guidance for Electoral Registration Officers, 

Electoral Commission, July 2013 item 2.16 
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register a young person should be on.  Whilst the local government register is available for 
public inspection, the confidential young voters register was not. 
 
EROs experienced significant difficulties with their third party electoral registration software 
suppliers, who, despite having been funded, failed to deliver robust, fully tested and 
functional software upgrades to deal with the register of young voters within the necessary 
timeframe. 
 
Pre-referendum planning and briefings 
The CCO/EMB briefings were successful and allowed common issues to be considered in 
debate.  A briefing was also provided for Police Scotland. 
 
Guidance on electoral registration matters was initially provided by the Electoral 
Commission.  Following the passing of the Scottish Independence Referendum Act (SIRA) on 
14 November 2013 guidance for EROs fell within the domain of the CCO4.  Practical guidance 
was essentially derived through the SAA ERC Committee with the Chair reporting to the 
EMB and CCO regularly. 
 
Publicity 
Public engagement in the referendum was unprecedented and exceeded all expectations.  
Whilst this is an extremely positive outcome that the Committee hopes will continue into 
the future, aspects of the publicity raised particular challenges for EROs.  The primary issue 
was that thousands of registered electors thought that they had to re-register specifically to 
participate in the referendum.  In addition, the message for voters to check whether they 
are registered simply cannot be serviced under the existing registration regime.  The only 
means that an elector can currently check that they are registered to vote, is for them to 
visit their local ERO or council office and ask to inspect the electoral register.  In the case of 
young voters whose name was on the confidential register of young voters, that option was 
not available to them and the ERO could only confirm their registration in writing.  
 
In the age of online access to public services and daily interaction by telephone and email, 
the fact that registers can only be inspected under supervised conditions at ERO/council 
offices raises significant challenges – especially when each household received a leaflet from 
the EC advising citizens ‘If you aren’t sure whether you’re registered to vote, your local 
electoral registration office can tell you.’5  The volume of enquires that EROs received from 
11 August onwards was completely unprecedented and demanded pragmatic management 
responses to ensure the smooth running of the referendum. 
 
Policymakers and stakeholders need to review access to registers prior to broadcasting such 
advice.  The public need to understand exactly how they can check the electoral register and 
this clearly raises issues around the tension between transparency and privacy.  As a short-
term measure, national publicity needs to focus on receipt of poll cards rather than checking 
the register. 
 

                                                      
4
 SIRA s.24 

5
 The 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum Voting Guide, EC, p.4 
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Many EROs encountered significant challenges from Scottish people living and registered to 
vote in other parts of the UK and from overseas electors who are registered to vote in 
Scotland but their franchise is limited to only UK Parliamentary and European elections.  
There was a lack of understanding and a feeling of injustice that gave rise to significant 
correspondence with some overseas voters.  This was compounded by the EC website page 
for overseas electors that advised ‘To register to vote at the independence referendum for 
Scotland, please fill in the form below’.6  The webpage was subsequently corrected. 
 
The appointment of public relations professionals by the CCO was a welcome development, 
but the demand for individual comment and statistics from EROs as the referendum date 
approached, frequently driven by increasingly significant social media activity, led to 
difficulties for EROs with resources being diverted to deal with media enquiries.  The 
registration software packages used by most EROs were not always capable of dealing with 
the ad-hoc statistics requests.  Social media networks required greater attention as an item 
on social media would go ‘viral’ within a very short timeframe.  EROs received numerous 
unnecessary telephone and email contacts generated by inaccurate items on social media. 
 
Referendum registration and absent vote application deadlines 
Deadlines for registration and for absent vote applications immediately prior to the 
referendum were too late and inconsistent.  Whilst EROs appreciate that there may be little 
appetite amongst policymakers to alter the 12-day registration deadline and 11-day absent 
vote application deadline, there are serious concerns that such deadlines will be unworkable 
for future elections/referendums given the requirements for individual electoral registration 
(IER) verification for all new applicants for registration or absent voting.  Given the 
additional complication of the IER verification process being imposed on each registration 
application, and the extremely welcome increase in voter engagement, serious 
consideration should be given to the possibility of increasing capacity by increasing the time 
between deadlines and the electoral event.  
 
The inconsistent times for deadlines is possibly more readily addressed.  The midnight R-12 
registration and R-6 emergency proxy attestation deadlines and the 5pm R-11 ‘cut-off date’ 
deadline for postal and proxy applications and R-0 emergency proxy deadlines created 
difficulties.  Noon deadlines would ensure that applications submitted on deadline would be 
received when local authority offices are manned and any applications left at any reception 
area can be quickly identified and directed to the local ERO.   
 
The extremely high volumes of enquiries and applications lodged on R-12 and R-11 and the 
days immediately beforehand presented significant logistical difficulties for EROs.  In some 
areas third parties claiming to promote engagement submitted volumes of applications on 
deadline on behalf of electors.  Many of the applications related to existing voters and many 
others were incomplete.  As such the provisions of the EC’s Code of Conduct were not being 
followed and ERO resources were diverted and some citizens who had entrusted 
applications to third parties were not enfranchised.  
 

                                                      
6
 https://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/register_to_vote/british_citizens_living_abroad/register_to_vote.aspx 

accessed 11 August 2014 

https://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/register_to_vote/british_citizens_living_abroad/register_to_vote.aspx


4 

 

Printers had scheduled data receipt times for the second issue of postal votes following R-11 
that were completely unrealistic in light of the volume of applications that EROs received.  
EROs had to adopt unsustainable working practices to ensure data exports were made albeit 
that these were in some cases up to 48hours after the originally scheduled data export time 
slot.  The volume of registration applications were such that many ERO offices had to 
maintain unsustainable working hours and weekend working through to the determination 
deadline at R-6 (10 September). 
 
The registration hearings and appeals regime was particularly burdensome for some EROs 
prior to the referendum.  The requirement for hearings is normally insignificant and rarely 
required.  However the degree of public interest in the referendum resulted in EROs having 
to conduct a significant number of hearings.  These can only be conducted by an 
ERO/Depute ERO and the majority of hearings were required to be held between R-12 and 
R-6 as several hundred apparently fraudulent applications to register to vote were received 
on/around R-12.    Many of these applications have been referred to Police Scotland and this 
too placed additional pressures on EROs where Police investigations required statements.  
The high volumes involved meant that the statutory timetable did not provide sufficient 
capacity for EROs to carry out their statutory functions. EROs therefore had to work 
completely unsustainable hours over a prolonged period. 
 
Poll cards 
The early issue of poll cards (14-15 August) reflected the registration application position as 
at 10 July.  Whilst this was successful in terms of elector engagement this led to difficulties 
for the public as subsequent updates to the register, although notified, and subject to a 
second issue of poll cards, were not understood.  The result being that some 165,000 poll 
cards had been issued that would be superseded prior to the referendum.  The early issue of 
poll cards also resulted in an increase in enquiries closer to the poll as electors had mislaid 
their poll cards. 
 
Absent Voter Lists 
The early issue of postal ballot packs (26-28 August) generally reflected data extracts from 
EROs of around 12-14 August this accounted for 680,000 postal voters.  Again, this was 
successful in terms of voter engagement but raised expectations for electors who applied to 
vote by post in mid-late August, as most areas had a second issue of postal ballot packs 
scheduled to take place after R-11 (3 September).  The data extract for the R-11 postal 
ballot packs are essentially required to be held over until R-6 (10 September) to allow the 
registration determination deadline to pass, however established practice is that EROs come 
under significant pressure to release this data on R-11 or as soon as possible thereafter to 
allow the volumes of postal ballots to be printed and issued as soon as possible after R-11.  
As stated above, the R-11 data extracts were generally delayed by 48hrs to R-9 (Friday 9 
September) due to the high volumes of registration and absent vote enquiries and 
applications received by EROs.  The second issue of postal ballots exceeded 100,000 ballot 
packs.  The EC household publicity booklet provided the application deadlines7 but failed to 
provide any indication of when postal ballot packs could be expected to be received.   
 

                                                      
7
 The 2014 Scottish Independence Referendum Voting Guide, EC, p.5 
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A move to adopt and publicise a standard all-Scotland postal vote application deadline for 
the first issue of postal votes was considered by the EMB in late July, but data extract and 
printing schedules had been determined at that point in many areas.  This and information 
on likely postal ballot pack receipt dates could however be a possible beneficial 
development for major electoral events in the future. 
 
Cancellation/changes to absent voting  
The early issue of postal ballot papers and the provisions for absent voters to cancel or alter 
their absent voting arrangements created significant challenges for EROs.  The rules 
requiring the return of the ballot paper8, statement and envelopes were not practical as 
cancellations/alteration of absent voting arrangements were often required due to changes 
of address where the voter/proxy no longer had access to the ballot paper address.  
 
The criteria for cancellation/alteration were not sequenced by the legislation, whilst this 
was administratively untidy, it nevertheless made the practical receipt and initial processing 
of applications submitted to EROs less complicated.  EROs were required to accept 
applications to cancel or alter the arrangements by electors regardless of whether the 
requirement for the voter/proxy to return the postal ballot paper, statement and envelopes 
had been met. 
 
EROs were however faced with numerous voters changing their preferences in terms of 
absent voting, and on many occasions the preferences of a particular voter changed several 
times, sometimes within the same day.  This impacted disproportionately on registration 
resources to satisfy fairly ephemeral voter considerations such as a standing list absent 
voter deciding around R-12 that they would like to vote in person due to the historic nature 
of the referendum and cancelling their issued postal ballot by email to the ERO on R-12 but 
then deciding that they would like to vote by post after all, and submitting a further 
application on R-11.   
 
Emergency Proxies 
The emergency proxy provisions were extremely unsatisfactory.  Normal election timetables 
allow postal vote applications up to E-11 and proxy applications up to E-6.  For the 
referendum, the 5pm R-11 ‘cut-off date’ applied to both postal and proxy applications9, but 
non-attested emergency proxy applications could be submitted up to midnight on R-6, 
thereafter attested applications could be made until 5pm on R-0 (18 September)10. 
 
This confused all parties to the process.   
 
Eligibility for an emergency proxy had been recently extended for the European 
Parliamentary Elections on 22 May 2014 to include unforeseen absences due to occupation, 
service or employment commitments11.  SIRA widened the eligibility criteria further to 
include any unforeseen unavoidable absence12. 

                                                      
8
 SIRA Sch 2 para 30(7) 

9
 SIRA Sch 2 para 7 & 19 

10
 SIRA Sch 2 para 8 

11
 European Parliamentary Elections Regulations 2004 as amended Sch 2 para 25A 

12
 SIRA Sch 2 para 7(9)(a)(ii) 
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The broad eligibility criteria, electors’ confusion around time limits and attestation, and the 
potential wide interpretation of what constituted an unforeseen unavoidable absence 
created significant challenges for EROs.  This was compounded with the late 
provision/availability of the Electoral Commission’s application forms (2 September) and 
their poor design – with no email/phone contact information requested for the proxy or 
supporter.  The lack of email/telephone contact details for proxies in particular was 
extremely regrettable as it made communication of the application outcome extremely 
difficult particularly for applications made after R-6.   
 
The forms also confused disability with medical emergency, as disability would normally be 
considered to be an ongoing condition that the elector would usually be aware of on/before 
R-11 and thus be able to make arrangements to vote by post or proxy as is the case for any 
elector.   
 
The supporter requirements where attestation was required were extremely weak, with the 
any unavoidable absence option which only needed to be supported by any over 18 year old 
who knows the applicant essentially undermining the in-employment supporter 
requirements.  Normally medical emergency proxy supporters must hold a specified 
medical-related qualification (this was not a requirement for SIRA) and the more rigorous 
employment emergency proxy supporter statement (again not required by SIRA) cannot be 
circumvented by the catch-all any other unavoidable reason supported by anybody who 
knows the applicant provided by SIRA. 
 
There was widespread misuse/abuse of the emergency proxy provisions with electors 
making last minute applications to vote by proxy where they were clearly missed the absent 
vote cut-off date deadline of R-11.  Some unsuccessful applicants made repeated 
applications and ERO resources were again placed under undue strain to deal with the 
widespread misuse/abuse of the emergency proxy provisions.  One ERO referred a clear 
example of a fraudulent application to Police Scotland but was advised that an investigation 
was unlikely to be an effective use of resource.  
 
The 5pm deadline for applications on R-0 (18 September) and the failure for any 
telephone/email contacts information to be required and therefore available to EROs made 
the carrying out of any checks to preserve the integrity of the absent voting system, or 
indeed the notification of the outcome within the necessary timeframe virtually impossible 
for EROs.  Some 6,000 emergency proxy applications were allowed by EROs. 
 
Funding 
The Scottish Government provided funding for software changes and the printing and 
distribution of young voter registration forms and associated rolling registration cost 
estimates by way of the SIR (Franchise) Bill Financial Memorandum13. 
 
EROs have received no funding for the extraordinary costs incurred in the conduct of the 
actual referendum.  The Financial Memorandum that was provided in the explanatory notes 
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to the Scottish Independence Referendum Bill identifies costs associated with the provisions 
of the Bill and specifically acknowledges that the costs of running the referendum will be 
incurred by the CCO, COs and EROs14.  At item 67 the memorandum states ‘The government 
will reimburse EROs for any fees and expenses incurred in the course of undertaking their 
functions in the referendum’15. 
 
The corresponding Fees and Charges order does not however make direct reference to 
EROs. 
 
The extraordinary demand imposed on EROs and their staff by an extremely engaged 
electorate, required a reactive response that ensured that every application was considered 
and processed within the strict statutory timetable.  This was only achieved by offices being 
manned for up to 20hours per day 7 days per week for a number of weeks during late 
August and early to mid-September.  The resultant costs in terms of additional hours, 
printing, postages, and incidental related costs amount to an estimated £700,000.  EROs 
now wish to secure the reimbursement of this extraordinary expenditure.  
 
 
Ian H Milton 
Chair, SAA Electoral Registration Committee 
 
13 November 2014 
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Scottish Independence Referendum - September 2014 

Performance Management Framework 

TEMPLATE 2: DUE BY 8 AUGUST 2014

Number Requirement Select "Yes" or "No" from 

drop-down box (or insert 

dates/venues as required)

Please use this space for additional explanatory information.  Where "No" has been selected, 

please provide an explanation and any proposed remedial action

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Please also complete the boxes below:

Council

Return completed by:

Email address:

Telephone:

9 Please provide a note of where you are carrying out the verification 

and count.

 

Do you intend to complete the verification stage in full prior to moving 

on to the count itself?

Can you confirm that you have arrangements in place to provide a 

clear audit trail of the verification and count processes?

Can you confirm that you are on track to comply with the CCO's 

direction regarding the dates of dispatch of postal ballot packs?

What are the dates of your postal opening sessions?

Can you confirm that you are on track to comply with the CCO's 

direction regarding the dates of dispatch of poll cards?

Are arrangements in place to check and secure ballot papers, including 

postal ballot papers?

Have staff been appointed and trained in accordance with the CCO 

guidance?

Can you confirm that guidance/briefing sessions for campaigners have 

been issued/arranged?
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