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2.1. Free and fair elections

Executive Summary

This chapter reviews the available evidence relating to the six ‘search questions’ concerned with free and fair
elections in the UK.

Our analysis in this chapter identifies a number of changes and continuities since our last full Audit of UK democracy. These are
summarised below under three separate headings: (a) areas of improvement; (b) areas of continuing concern; and (c) areas of new or
emerging concern.

(a) Areas of improvement

1. Introduction of measures to tackle electoral fraud in Northern Ireland.

From the 1970s onwards, accusations of electoral malpractice in Northern Irish politics became widespread. The introduction of the the
Electoral Fraud (Northern Ireland) Act 2002 helped to restore public confidence in the electoral process in Northern Ireland by ensuring that
the electoral registers are more accurate and by requiring voters to produce photographic identification at polling stations. (For further
details and discussion, see Section 2.1.3)

2. Reduction of minimum age for candidature at general elections from 21 to 18.

The Electoral Administration Act 2006 implemented the Electoral Commission’s recommendation that the age of candidacy for all UK
elections be reduced from 21 to 18, harmonising the age of candidacy and the voting age, and bringing the UK into line with the west
European norm. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.3)

3. Increase in the proportion of MPs from ethnic minority backgrounds.

Ethnic minority representation in parliament has grown slowly but steadily since 1987, when the first MPs from ethnic minority backgrounds
in the modern era were elected. Following the 2010 general election, there are now 27 MPs from a minority background, equivalent to four
per cent of the Commons (see Figure 2.1r). However, there is still some way to go before the Commons is representative of the ethnic
make-up of British society as a whole. Moreover, ethnic minority representation varies enormously across the three largest party groupings
in the Commons. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.5)

(b) Areas of continuing concern

1. The House of Lords, as the second chamber in parliament, remains wholly unelected, despite previous attempts to introduce
reforms.

With 792 members, the House of Lords is the largest parliamentary chamber in any democracy and one of only twelve among democracies
globally in which elections play no role at all in determining membership. Following failed attempts at reform in 2003 and 2007,
membership of the Lords has increased steadily and could reach 1062 during the current parliament. The current coalition government has
published a draft bill proposing to move towards a 300 member, 80 per cent elected chamber over a period of 15 years (see Case Study
2.1b). However, the extent of opposition to these proposals in parliament looks set to block reform once more, leaving the UK out of line
with international democratic norms. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.1)

2. Ministers drawn from the Lords are unelected and unaccountable to MPs.

While the vast majority of ministers are drawn from the ranks of elected MPs, virtually all recent cabinets have included at least one peer in
addition to the leader of the Lords. Moreover, during the last year of Gordon Brown’s premiership, two members of the Lords held significant
portfolios in the cabinet - Lord Mandelson as secretary of state for business, innovation and skills, and Lord Adonis as secretary of state for
transport. Such appointments create a situation in which individual members of the cabinet cannot be held to account by MPs - particularly
significant where a secretary of state is charged with responsibility for a major government department. (For further details and discussion,
see Section 2.1.1)

3. Continued withholding of the franchise to convicted prisoners.

As in previous Audits, we continue to be concerned by the UK’s denial of the vote to all convicted prisoners serving jail sentences. Not only
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has the blanket ban become a point of significant conflict between the UK and the European Court of Human Rights (see Section 1.1.1),
but it is also at odds with the principle of a universal and inclusive franchise. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.2)

4. Incompleteness of the electoral registers.

In the context of a relatively gradual, long-term decline in the percentage of eligible electors registered to vote, there was an absolute
decrease in the number of register entries from 2002-2004, equivalent to 560,000 voters. It would appear, moreover, that the overall growth
in the number of entries on the electoral registers failed to keep pace with the growth in the voting-age population from the late 1990s
onwards (see Figure 2.1a). Experience from Northern Ireland suggests that the coalition’s plans for the introduction of individual voter
registration in Great Britain will need to be closely monitored if registration levels are not to be depressed further. (For further details and
discussion, see Section 2.1.2)

5. Potential use of government spending on advertising for political party ends raises questions.

Overall government spending on advertising rose dramatically under New Labour (see Figure 2.1f), and available data suggests the
possibility of governments increasing spending on advertising in the run up to elections in 2001, 2005 and 2010. (For further details and
discussion, see Section 2.1.3)

6. Continued dysfunctionality of the 'first past the post’ electoral system for the House of Commons.

There is mounting evidence that the 'first-past-the-post’ system of elections for the House of Commons is failing to deliver even against its
own supposed merits - notably the claim that it enables voters to easily remove an unpopular government from office and install an
alternative majority government in its place. First-past-the-post elections are well-suited to political systems in which there is clear, two-
party dominance. However, declining support for the UK’s two main parties is prompting the emergence of a multi-party system (see Figure
2.1i). As voters opt in growing numbers for other parties, elections in the UK are becoming increasingly disproportional (see Figure 2.1l)
and the mismatch between voter preferences and the balance of the parties in parliament is way beyond the international norm (see Figure
2.1o). UK electors opted not to replace the current system with the alternative vote (AV) in the May 2011 referendum on electoral reform.
However, it is vital to underline that the clear deficiencies of the current system remain and that these would have been only partially
addressed by the adoption of AV. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.4)

7. Slow progress in moving towards greater gender equality in the make-up of the House of Commons.

Despite a significant breakthrough for female representation in 1997, the Commons remains overwhelmingly male. The proportion of MPs
who are female jumped from five per cent in 1987 to 18 per cent in 1997 but, following three further general elections, the figure has since
only risen to 22 per cent (see Figure 2.1r). This stagnation in the number of female MPs leaves the UK lagging behind virtually all other
established democracies, where progress towards greater gender equality was far more evident in the 2000s (see Figure 2.1q).
Controversies surrounding the use of positive discrimination measures to ensure the selection of female candidates by parties in winnable
seats are a major part of the explanation for the UK’s poor record in enhancing female representation. There is also evidence to suggest
that the nature of the UK’s electoral system, focussed on single-member constituencies, plays a role in hampering the selection, although
not necessarily the election, of female candidates. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.5)

8. Persistence in low turnouts in all types of UK election.

Turnout fell from a post-war peak of 84 per cent at the 1950 general election to 72 per cent in 1997. Since then, turnout has been
significantly below 70 per cent for three general elections in a row, even dropping just below 60 per cent in 2001 (see Figure 2.1s). While
turnout is falling in virtually all established democracies, electoral participation in the UK has always compared relatively poorly against
other countries, and the gap between the UK and other EU democracies is now wider than ever. Similar trends are evident in relation to
local and European elections in the UK. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.6)

9. Widening gap in electoral participation among different social groups

Survey evidence suggests that non-voting is far more prevalent among electors who work in manual occupations or are out of work than it
is among those employed in professional and managerial roles. In 1997, an estimated 79 per cent of those classed as social grades A and
B cast ballots, compared to 66 per cent of DE voters. By 2010, turnout among those in social grades A and B remained fairly stable, at 76
per cent, but it had dropped to 57 per cent among those in grades D and E. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.6)

(c) Areas of new or emerging concern
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1. Significant use by Gordon Brown of appointments to the Lords for the purpose of appointing individuals to ministerial
positions.

In 2010, the Public Administration Select Committee highlighted its concerns about a growing tendency for prime ministers to use the Lords
to make outside appointments into government. At least 10 such appointments appeared to be made under Gordon Brown from June
2007 to May 2010, including Lord Mandelson as secretary of state for business, innovation and skills, with responsibility for a wide-ranging
portfolio and a total budget of over £37 billion per annum. (For further details and discussion. see Section 2.1.1)

2. Significant strain placed on systems of electoral administration during 2000s, and some serious problems experienced in
administration of elections in the UK.

Attempts to modernise electoral processes after 1997 appear to have placed unprecedented levels of strain on the UK’s highly
decentralised systems of electoral administration. There were several instances of administrative and technical problems at UK elections
between 2000 and 2010, some of which could easily have led to electoral outcomes being called into question. The most serious cases
involved problems experienced at the counts for Scottish parliament and local government elections of 2007, and at 27 polling stations in
England at the 2010 general election. In the latter case, staff proved unable to deal with lengthy queues, ultimately resulting in more than
one thousand electors being denied the right to vote. A number of recent reports have suggested that the UK’s system of electoral
administration may be 'at breaking point’. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.2)

3. New evidence of electoral malpractice associated with the extension of postal voting in Great Britain since 2000.

Over 100 people have been found guilty of electoral malpractice in the UK since 1994, with the great majority of convictions involving fraud
associated with postal or proxy ballots, sometimes in conjunction with attempts to manipulate the electoral registers. Almost all of the
convictions, which peaked in the first half of the 2000s (see Figure 2.1c), have related to local elections. There are grounds to suggest that
the provisions contained in the Electoral Administration Act 2006 have helped to reduce the incidence of postal voting fraud. However,
accusations of malpractice remain widespread. In 2010, a total of 232 cases were reported to police in Great Britain (see Figure 2.1d), and
allegations of fraud were reported to four-fifths of the UK's 52 police forces. (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.2)

4. The growth of small parties raises important issues about requirements for deposits at elections.

The total number of lost deposits has increased sharply at recent general elections, largely because of the increase in the number of
candidates fielded by smaller parties. Lost deposits are one of several features of UK democracy which serve to create an 'uneven playing
field’ for parties contesting elections (discussed in more detail in Section 2.2). (For further details and discussion, see Section 2.1.3)

5.  Role of party election broadcasting in doubt in light of the impact of the party leaders’ debates in 2010.

Although their significance has been declining for some time, party election broadcasts in the UK have been a relatively successful
mechanism for granting parties fair access to the media. The introduction of televised leaders' debates in 2010, and their continuation at
future elections, will almost certainly lead to a sharp decline in the relevance, and viewing, of PEB. Such a trend will raise important
questions about how broadcasters should allocate time to smaller political parties in future. (For further details and discussion, see Section
2.1.3)

Introduction

It would be difficult to overstate the importance of elections in a representative democracy. Elections are the mechanism through which
representatives are chosen by the people, thereby embodying the notion of 'popular control’ or government, the first of the two key
principles which lie at the heart of the Democratic Audit approach. Just as significantly, by granting a single ballot to each eligible voter,
elections should provide the principal expression of the ideal of political equality, the second of the Democratic Audit’s core principles.
Certainly, elections are not the only means through which popular control and political equality should find expression in a democracy -
hence the broad-ranging nature of our Audit framework. Yet, there can be no doubt that voting remains the principal, and in many cases
only, direct act of political participation engaged in by the great majority of citizens.

In assessing how well elections in the UK measure up to these principles of popular control and political equality, this section examines a
wide range of issues. It assesses the extent to which the electoral machinery and appointment to government office operate without political
or governmental interference. It also examines the rules and conduct of elections to evaluate whether they afford all citizens the opportunity
to participate, provide for fair electoral competition, and ensure that there is full public confidence in the integrity and accuracy of electoral
outcomes. In addition, the section examines the principles of popular control and political equality from the perspective of electoral
outcomes. How proportionally do votes translate into seats? Do all votes count equally in determining the results of elections? And how
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socially representative is parliament of the electorate as a whole?

In our past Audits, we have generally concluded that the mechanics of elections in the UK conform to international standards for the
conduct of 'free and fair elections’. In previous studies, much of our concern about elections in the UK centred on the continued presence of
an unelected House of Lords and the disproportional results produced by the electoral system used to return members to the House of
Commons. These issues continue to loom large in our 2011 Audit, but they are now joined by a host of concerns associated with electoral
administration and electoral integrity which did not feature at all in our previous accounts. In addition, our extensive trawl of statistical data
sources has enabled us to provide more detailed evidence in relation to concerns which were overlooked, or received less detailed
treatment, in previous Audits. As well as providing new statistical detail on matters such as the dramatic increase in spending on
advertising by government after Labour took office in 1997, we also provide fuller analysis of how the UK compares to other democracies
on a number of our Audit criteria.

As with the 2011 Audit as a whole, much of our assessment of change in this section is effectively an evaluation of Labour’s period in office
from 1997-2010. However, it is also important to note that a number of the areas considered in this section are the subject of reforms
proposed by the current Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition. A referendum on electoral reform has already taken place, leading to the
rejection of the alternative vote as a replacement for 'first past the post’. Yet, as this section demonstrates, the dysfunctional nature of the
electoral system remains a core concern for any assessment of the operation of democracy in the UK. In addition, the coalition is currently
seeking to take forward its proposals to: replace the House of Lords with an elected second chamber; accelerate the introduction of
'individual voter registration’ to tackle concerns about electoral fraud; and reduce the number of MPs from 650 to 600 while also equalising
the number of electors in all but four parliamentary constituencies. Future Audits will need to monitor the progress and impact of these
reforms closely.

2.1.1 The role of elections

How far is appointment to governmental and legislative office determined by popular competitive election, and how
frequently do elections lead to change in the governing parties or personnel ?

Role of elections in determining access to office

The House of Commons is elected on a universal adult franchise, as are the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly and the Northern
Irish Assembly. Similarly, members of all local authorities in the UK, with the notable exception of the City of London Corporation, are also
directly elected on the basis of 'one person, one vote’.  However, a substantial role is played, at all levels of the UK political system, by
appointees and other unelected officials. Indeed, the large number of official bodies which are run by appointees rather than elected
representatives has been an issue of long-running concern to Democratic Audit. There are around 22,000 appointed board members of UK
public bodies, many of them operating at the regional and local level, as well as a whole host of other official roles which are by
appointment only. However, we restrict the discussion here to appointments to UK governmental and legislative office only. (See Section
3.3 for further discussion of the role of unelected officials in UK sub-national government.)

With regard to Westminster, we have three related concerns about the roles played by unelected individuals in governmental and
legislative office, all of which centre on the role of the House of Lords. These concerns are as follows:

1. The House of Lords, as the second chamber in parliament, remains wholly unelected, despite attempts to introduce reforms in
2003 and 2007.

As of 1 April 2011, there are 792 members of the House of Lords, 678 of whom  are appointed as life peers (86 per cent), 89 hereditary
peers (11 per cent) and 25 Bishops (three per cent) (UK Parliament, 2011). It is not uncommon for parliamentary chambers to contain
appointees, particularly in bicameral legislatures. Indeed, 54 (28 per cent) of the 188 countries listed in the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s
(IPU) Parline database (2011) have at least some appointed members in their national parliament.  Among the 77 countries with a bi-
cameral legislature, 38 (49 per cent) have some role for appointed parliamentarians. However, the House of Lords is highly unusual by
international standards for two main reasons.

First, the House of Lords is the largest parliamentary chamber in any democracy. It is surpassed in size only by China’s National People’s
Congress (2987 members), and membership of the Lords is growing steadily. Not only has membership of the Lords increased from 662
members in 1999 to 792 in 2011, but it is potentially set to reach 1062 as a result of the coalition’s commitment to achieve proportionality in
line with the 2010 general election outcome (Russell, 2011).

Second, the House of Lords is one of a small number of parliamentary chambers globally to include no directly- or indirectly-elected
members whatsoever. Just 22 (12 per cent) of the countries in the IPU’s Parline database have parliamentary chambers in which elections
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play no role at all. 10 of these countries are not classified as electoral democracies by Freedom House, while the remaining 12 are all
Commonwealth countries in which the Westminster model of democracy remains dominant. Only two of the 22 countries in which
appointees make up half or more of the membership of at least one parliamentary chamber - the UK and Canada - are OECD countries with
established democratic systems of government. Otherwise, by continuing to allow a significant role for unelected parliamentarians, the UK
finds itself in the company of states such as Belize, Lesotho, Madagascar, Oman, Russia and Saudi Arabia.

Case Study 2.1a: House of Lords Reform

Reform of the House of Lords has been promised by a succession of governments since 1997. It remains one of several pieces of
'unfinished business’ associated with Labour’s constitutional reform programme from 1997-2010, but which has now become a
central plank of the coalition’s agenda for constitutional reform.

While two attempts were made under Labour to introduce elections for the second chamber, both were defeated in parliament. In
February 2003, the government failed to secure a majority in the House of Commons for any of the seven reform options it put
forward (including 100 per cent elected, 100 per cent appointed, and five mixed proportions of elected and appointed). At the same
time, the House of Lords voted in favour of a fully-appointed chamber. In March 2007, the House of Commons voted decisively in
favour of an elected Lords, with the greatest majority achieved in relation to the option of a 100 per cent elected upper chamber.
However, the House of Lords itself remained in favour of the option of being 100 per cent appointed, thereby blocking the option
favoured by MPs.

By the time of the 2010 general elections, there was cross-party consensus on moving towards a second chamber which is largely
or wholly elected - although opposition to this goal persists within both of the main parties (Renwick, 2011a). The coalition’s
'Programme for Government’ made a commitment to establish 'a wholly or mainly elected upper chamber on the basis of
proportional representation’ (HM Government, 2010, p. 27). On 5 May 2011, Nick Clegg, the deputy prime minister announced to the
House of Commons that the government would not be proposing a 100 per cent elected second chamber. When the detailed
proposals were presented to the Commons by Clegg on 17 May 2011, in the form of a white paper and draft bill, they were for an 80
per cent elected second chamber, to be achieved over three parliamentary terms (HM Government, 2011a). Specifically, the draft
legislation proposes that:

Membership of the second chamber should ultimately be reduced to 300 members, of which 240 would be elected using the
single transferable vote and 60 nominated by the Independent Appointments Commission;

Elections to the second chamber would be held on the same day as general elections, on a five-year fixed cycle, with 80
seats in the second chamber contested at each election. In addition, 20 appointments would be made in each electoral cycle;

One-third of the existing members of the House of Lords would retire in 2015, 2020 and 2025 respectively and the number of
bishops reduced from 26 to 12;

New members of the second chamber, whether elected or appointed, would serve single, 15 year terms;

The functions and powers of the second chamber would remain unchanged.    

Despite apparent cross-party consensus on Lords reform, the government’s proposals have been met with opposition in both
Houses of Parliament from members of all three main parties - prompting many observers to assume that the plans were effectively
'dead in the water’. At the time of writing, a Joint Select Committee, comprising 26 members drawn from both the Commons and the
Lords is scrutinising the bill. The committee will report by the end of February 2012.

2. A significant minority of government ministers are drawn from the House of Lords and are, therefore, not only unelected but
also unaccountable to MPs.

Although the great majority of ministers are drawn from the ranks of elected MPs, there has been a growing tendency for cabinets to include
peers appointed as secretaries of state. Aside from the Macmillan government of 1957-63 and the Heath government of 1970-74, post-war
cabinets did not include members of the Lords, other than in the two roles specifically reserved for peers - the leader of the lords and the
lord chancellor. While all of Margaret Thatcher’s cabinets from May 1979 - July 1989 included at least one additional peer, the practice of
appointing members of the Lords to cabinet roles then appeared to die out. Between the replacement of Lord Young as trade and industry
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secretary in July 1989 and the appointment of Baroness Amos as international development secretary in May 2003, no such appointments
were made.  

However, while the requirement for the lord chancellor to be drawn from the Lords was removed by the Constitutional Reform Act 2005,
virtually all recent cabinets have included at least one peer in addition to the leader of the Lords. Moreover, from June 2009 to May 2010,
two members of the Lords held positions as secretary of state in Gordon Brown’s cabinet - Lord Mandelson as secretary of state for
business, innovation and skills, and Lord Adonis as secretary of state for transport. It was with reference to these developments, that the
newly-elected speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, expressed the following concerns in a Hansard Society lecture in
September 2009:

'I find the fact that backbenchers have no means of directly questioning prominent Ministers of the Crown because they happen to sit
in the House of Lords to be less than satisfactory. That is even more true at a time when the Cabinet contains the esteemed Lord
Mandelson, whose empire is of a scale not seen since the death of Alexander the Great, and the thoughtful Lord Adonis who presides
over the country's transportation network' (Bercow, 2009).

3. Under the Brown government of 2007-2010, there appeared to be a growth in the number of individuals appointed to the Lords
with the specific purpose of simultaneously appointing them as ministers.

During Gordon Brown’s tenure as prime minister concerns were raised that a number of individuals were appointed to the Lords with the
specific purpose of simultaneously appointing them as ministers. The Public Administration Select Committee (2010) highlighted its
concerns about this growing tendency to use the Lords to make outside appointments into government. The committee pointed out that,
while such appointments were not new, the incidence of them seemed to be growing. The House of Commons Library (Maer, 2010) found
that at least 10 such appointments appeared to be made under Gordon Brown from June 2007 to May 2010. These appointments (which
included that of Lord Mandelson as secretary of state for business, innovation and skills, with responsibility for a wide-ranging portfolio and
a total budget of over £37 billion per annum) were central to the growth of concerns about the lack of direct accountability of such ministers
to the House of Commons.

Frequency with which elections prompt changes in personnel

As we noted in our 2002 Audit, the UK’s simple plurality (or first-past-the-post) system of elections delivers less frequent changes of
government than is generally supposed. With the exception of the period from 1964-79, the post-war years have been dominated by three
long periods of single party rule: the Conservatives were in power from 1951-64 and again from 1979-1997, while Labour governed
uninterrupted from 1997-2010. These patterns partly reflect the fact that the benefits of incumbency appear to have become progressively
greater over time, as well as the tendency for the growing geographical concentrations of Labour and Conservative support to reduce the
number of marginal seats, thereby increasing the 'swing’ required for an opposition party to return to power (Curtice, 2010). 

These long periods of single-party rule have also occurred despite the overall decline in electoral support for both the Conservative and
Labour parties since the early 1970s (see Section 2.1.4). The electoral system has not only insulated both of the major parties from the
effects of growing support for other political forces, it has also rendered unpopular single-party governments difficult to remove. The
Conservatives won four elections in a row from 1979-92 without securing more than 44 per cent of the popular vote, while Labour secured
large majorities at three successive general elections with a vote share which dropped from 43 per cent in 1997 to 41 per cent in 2001 and
35 per cent in 2005.

The outcome of the 2010 general election, which produced no overall majority for a single party, suggests that it is unlikely that the electoral
system will continue to deliver workable majorities for single-party governments (Blick and Wilks-Heeg, 2010; Curtice, 2010). However,
even if minority and coalition governments become more commonplace in future, it is by no means certain that elections will result in party
control of government changing more frequently.

2.1.2 Registration & voting procedures

How inclusive and accessible for all citizens are the registration and voting procedures, how independent are they
of government and party control, and how free from intimidation and abuse?

Inclusivity and accessibility of registration and voting

The right to vote in UK elections to the House of Commons, devolved assemblies and local authorities and the European parliament is
based, in principle, on a universal and equal adult franchise. All adult residents over the age of 18 are entitled to vote in all types of election
providing they are citizens of the UK, Ireland or a Commonwealth country. Citizens of other EU countries who are resident in the UK are
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entitled to vote in local, devolved and European elections only. Members of the House of Lords are barred from voting in elections to the
House of Commons. Meanwhile, the right to the vote at any election is denied to anyone who had been found guilty of electoral offences
within the past five years and to all convicted prisoners currently serving jail sentences. (See Section 1.1 for further discussion of the latter
issue, which has become a point of significant conflict between the UK government and the European Court of Human Rights.) 

In our previous Audits we noted the steps taken since the late 1990s to improve the inclusivity and accessibility of voter registration and
voting arrangements (see Weir and Beetham, 1999; Beetham et al., 2002). These steps, which were initiated as a result of growing
concerns about falling levels of voter turnout, included the following reforms introduced by the Representation of the People Act (RPA)
2000:

the extension of the right to vote to those without a permanent residential address, including the homeless and travellers, patients in
hospitals suffering from mental disorders, and prisoners on remand;
provisions for 'rolling registration’ allowing eligible electors to register to vote throughout the year as well as during the autumn
annual canvass of electors;
allowing any elector to request a postal ballot;
provisions for pilots of other forms of remote voting, including electronic and telephone voting.

There is mounting evidence that these initiatives have failed in their objective of broadening electoral participation (Wilks-Heeg, 2008). As
we highlight in Section 2.1.6, the most that can be claimed is that provisions such as postal voting 'on demand' prevented turnout from
falling still further. However, our focus in this section is on three other recent trends associated with registration and voting procedures
following RPA 2000. First, we discuss recent research which highlights that registration levels appeared to fall, rather than improve,
following the introduction of the act. Second, while we find very few grounds to suppose direct partisan interference in registration and
voting procedures, we point to growing concerns about a variety of administrative and technical problems experienced in the running of
elections. Third, we highlight evidence that ballot security has been compromised by the widespread availability of postal votes, and by the
vulnerability of the 'trust-based' voter registration system in Great Britain to organised fraud. 

Falling registration levels

In the absence of a comprehensive register of UK citizens, the core mechanism for compiling and updating the electoral registers is the
annual canvass of electors, carried out every autumn (although an annual canvass is no longer conducted in Northern Ireland). This
canvass of households has proved reasonably effective in identifying eligible voters and updating the registers in light of population
movement. However, universal voter registration has never been achieved, and population movement between canvass periods has also
had the effect of disenfranchising voters. A recent review conducted by the Electoral Commission (2010a) found that historical evidence,
based on comparing the electoral registers against census returns, suggests that:

in the 1950s and 1960s around four per cent of voters were absent from the registers following the canvass, but registration levels
began to decline in the 1980s and, by 2000, around eight per cent of eligible voters were absent from the register following the
canvass;
a significant proportion of voters are effectively disenfranchised each year by moving house and by the end of the registers’ lifecycle,
around 15-20 per cent of UK electors are likely to be either absent from the registers or registered incorrectly - even allowing for
updates made via rolling registration provisions;
estimated non-registration rates following the 2000 annual canvass varied from six per cent in Wales to 18 per cent in inner-London
and were particularly high among members of some ethnic minority groups, notably those of Chinese (30 per cent) and Black African
(37 per cent) heritage .

While the long-term decline in registration levels is relatively gradual, it is clear that they took a substantial, if temporary, hit in the early
1990s, when some 600,000 voters de-registered in an attempt to avoid payment of the poll tax. This development was later claimed by Mrs
Thatcher to have helped the Conservatives win the 1992 general election (McLean and Smith, 1994). While levels of electoral registration
recovered during the 1990s, there was another big drop in registration levels in the early 2000s. Figure 2.1a shows the change in the
number of entries appearing on the UK's electoral registers from 1991-2008 compared to the change in the overall size of the voting age
population over the same period. As the graph indicates, the number of entries on the electoral registers failed to keep pace with population
growth from the late 1990s onwards. While part of the increase in the population aged 16 and above will have been explained by increased
immigration (including adults ineligible to vote in the UK), the graph also shows an absolute decrease in the number of register entries from
2002-2004, equivalent to 560,000 voters. 

Figure 2.1a: Change in the UK population aged 16 and above and in the number of entries on the electoral
register, 1991-2008 (1991=100)
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Sources: Calculated from ONS, Electoral Statistics and ONS Mid-year Population Estimates

About a quarter of this decline in the number of UK electors was associated with the introduction of individual voter registration in Northern
Ireland - an initiative designed to tackle allegations of electoral fraud, which is likely to have removed a number of illegitimate and duplicate
entries from the register. However, it would also appear that the use of individual registration in Northern Ireland has served to reduce the
overall proportion of eligible voters who appear on the register. As Figure 2.1b shows, the notional registration rate in Northern Ireland
(calculated by dividing the number of register entries by the total population aged 16 and over) dropped from just under 95 per cent in 1997
to just 79 per cent in 2004, and has since stabilised at around 82 per cent.

Figure 2.1b also shows that from 1997-2009 the notional registration rate fell in England, Wales and Scotland by four, five and eight
percentage points respectively. Increased immigration, which artificially inflates the estimate of the voting-age population, again explains
only part of the decline. Electoral statistics point to an absolute loss of 430,000 parliamentary electors in Great Britain from 2002-2004,
which has nothing to do with patterns of migration. Ironically, this decline in registration levels followed the introduction of 'rolling
registration', designed to improve the state of the registers by enabling individuals to register at any time outside of the canvass period. It is
possible that, following RPA 2000, some local authorities opted to reduce expenditure on the annual canvass, on the assumption that
electors who failed to respond would take up the opportunity to register via rolling registration. However, recent research by the Electoral
Commission (2010a) demonstrates that the take-up of rolling registration is low - with less than a quarter of home-movers making use of the
provision.

Figure 2.1b: Notional registration rate for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, 1997-2009
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Sources: Calculated from ONS, Electoral Statistics and ONS Mid-year Population Estimates

The Electoral Commission's (2010a) research also reinforces the findings of previous studies which identified wide variations in
registration rates in different parts of the UK and among different social groups. The Commission's surveys of electoral registration across
seven case study areas just prior to the 2009 annual canvass revealed that the incompleteness of the registers ranged from 11 per cent in
Hambleton, a largely rural area of North Yorkshire, to 27 per cent in the London Borough of Lambeth. By aggregating the data for the case
study areas, it was estimated that 31 per cent of eligible black and ethnic minority voters, 49 per cent of tenants in private rented housing
and 56 per cent of eligible electors aged 18-24 were not registered to vote. The Electoral Commission report also pointed to evidence of the
'registration gap' widening between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, suggesting that 'between them, the English metropolitan
districts and unitary local authorities across South Wales, and the central belt of Scotland are [...] likely to account for the lion’s share of the
dip in registration levels after 1999' (Electoral Commission, 2010a, p. 36).

Independence of registration and voting procedures from government and party control

The registration of electors, the redrawing of constituency boundaries and the running of elections in the UK are all fully independent from
government and party control. It is exceptionally rare for the independence of UK electoral administrators to be called into question. Only a
single general election result has been declared void since 1880 as a result of returning officer irregularity - in Winchester in 1997 where a
small number of ballot papers lacked an official mark (Rallings and Thrasher, 2009, p. 253). However, growing concerns have been
expressed recently about the capacity of electoral administrators to ensure that elections are run effectively. In addition, there are two
further areas in which long-standing concerns about the independence of voting procedures have been highlighted in some quarters. First,
it has been suggested in the past that the 'traceable' ballot enables state monitoring of voters supporting 'extremist' parties. Second, there
have been periodic accusations of possible partisan influence over the drawing of constituency boundaries, with such concerns being
voiced again following the 2010 general election.

The administration of UK elections operates on a highly decentralised basis. In Great Britain, electoral registration is the responsibility of
electoral registration officers, who are appointed by local authorities, while elections are run by local returning officers, generally the chief
executive or another senior officer within each local authority. In Northern Ireland, however, the two roles are fused; the chief electoral
officer for Northern Ireland has responsibility both for registering electors and for overseeing the planning and conduct of elections. Given
this decentralised system, two bodies play a particularly important role in providing a national infrastructure for electoral administration:

The Electoral Commission, itself fully independent, issues guidance to electoral administrators and monitors the effectiveness of
electoral administrators via a set of national performance standards. In addition, the commission has a key role in disseminating
good practice among electoral administrators and in reviewing electoral law. However, it is crucial to note that the administration of
elections is delivered locally, and that the commission has limited powers to direct electoral administrators.
The Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA) represents electoral administrators nationally, provides training courses leading
to recognised qualifications in electoral administration, and reports regularly on the administration of elections and the 'state of the
profession'. The AEA has over 1,500 members and has been instrumental in the professionalisation of electoral administration since
it was established in 1987.

Meanwhile, the responsibility for reviewing and re-drawing constituency boundaries for parliamentary and, where applicable, devolved
elections is tasked to the four separate Boundary Commissions for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Local government
boundaries are the responsibility, respectively, of the Local Government Boundary Commissions for England, Scotland and Wales and the
Local Government Boundary Commissioner for Northern Ireland. Again, all of these bodies are fully independent of party political influence
or control.

While the independence and integrity of the UK's electoral administrators is unquestionable, events in recent years have imposed
considerable pressures on the profession. Labour's 'electoral modernisation' agenda, which envisaged 'multi-channel, e-enabled elections'

Democratic Audit

2.1. Free and fair elections
Published: 12th May 2011
Updated: 24th Apr 2012

Page 10 of 40

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Product.asp?vlnk=319
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/product.asp?vlnk=15106


after 2006, saw the introduction of not only postal voting 'on demand' but also trials of all-postal voting and of various forms of e-voting and
systems of e-counting (Wilks-Heeg, 2008). For electoral administrators, the period after 1997 was one of persistent legislative change
involving new sets of elections, new electoral systems and a constant stream of new regulations - many of which were introduced shortly
before election day. However, while the task of preparing and managing elections undoubtedly became more complex, the tendency for
electoral administration to exist as an under-resourced 'Cinderella service’ within many local authorities arguably became more
pronounced (Wilks-Heeg, 2009).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the past decade has witnessed unprecedented administrative and technical problems at UK elections - some
of which could easily have led to electoral outcomes being called into question. Three high-profile cases between 2000 and 2010 are of
particular significance:

The May 2000 elections for mayor of London and the London Assembly, which together constitute the Greater London Assembly
(GLA), resulted in an exceptionally high proportion of ballot papers being rejected at the count. A subsequent inquiry by the GLA
pointed to pressures placed on electoral administrators by the short planning time-frames, the management of postal voting and to
problems with ballot paper design, ballot paper printing and the scanners used for e-counting (GLA, 2002);
At the Scottish parliamentary and local government elections of 2007, problems with the rejection of ballots at the count again
highlighted issues concerning ballot paper design, the volume of postal ballots, the organisation of the count and the operation of the
electronic counting system. An independent review concluded that 'the voter was treated as an after-thought' (Gould, 2007);
At the May 2010 general election, some 1200 voters across 16 constituencies were denied their right to vote after staff at 27 polling
stations proved unable to deal with lengthy queues which had built up over the course of the evening. A subsequent report by the
Electoral Commission (2010b, p. 13) pointed to 'poor planning, the use of unsuitable buildings, inadequate staffing arrangements
and the failure of contingency plans'. 

While the events at the 2007 Scottish elections and the 2010 general election were the most dramatic, and hence most widely-reported,
lower-level problems with the administration of elections have become widespread. In 2007, the Association of Electoral Administrators
(AEA) report, based on a survey of its members after the devolved and local elections in May that year, reported that a series of potentially
major problems were only narrowly averted and suggested that 'the ramifications for a General Election are indeed extremely worrying'
(Association of Electoral Administrators, 2007, p. 11). The following year, the Electoral Commission (2008a) issued clear advice to the UK
government about the need to address generic problems with electoral administration in the UK, echoing the AEA's assessment that the
UK's systems of electoral administration were 'at breaking point'. The commission noted that it was 'unlikely that the current fragmented
arrangements for electoral administration would be considered as a serious option if designing a new set of structures from scratch' (p. 19).
Identifying the need for immediate action, the report made an explicit case for the establishment of statutory Electoral Management Boards
throughout Great Britain with specific legal powers to direct returning officers in their work (see Case Study 2.1b).

Case Study 2.1b: The Case for Electoral Management Boards

The Electoral Commission's (2008a) report, Electoral Administration in the United Kingdom, recommended the establishment of
statutory Electoral Management Boards (EMBs) for Scotland, Wales and each of the English regions. Under the proposals, each
EMB would have a remit to produce coordinated election plans and timetables for all relevant elections and to report, as required, on
matters concerning the planning and delivery of elections to relevant committees of the UK and Scottish parliaments. Each EMB
would include all returning officers and electoral registration officers within the country or region, with an experienced senior
returning officer to be elected as chair. The EC recommended that the boards should be fully independent from government, but
supported by a small secretariat funded directly by the UK government.

A key driver for the proposals was the Gould report's analysis of the problems at the 2007 Scottish elections. However, the Electoral
Commission (2008a) took a wider view, arguing that electoral administration arrangements across the UK were 'insufficiently robust
and coordinated to meet the challenges of delivering effective elections in the twenty-first century' (p. 6). The report stressed that
'significant changes are needed now, from Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers, governments and legislative
bodies and the Electoral Commission itself, to improve the delivery of electoral administration' (p. 2).

Following the publication of the Gould report, the Electoral Commission and the Scottish Office had provided funding for the
establishment of an Interim EMB in Scotland. While the EC pressed hard for the necessary legislation to establish the Board on a
statutory basis, the commission was still expressing concerns about progress more than two years after the 2007 Scottish elections
(Electoral Commission, 2009a). In March 2011, just weeks before the Scottish elections, the Scottish parliament passed the Local
Electoral Administration (Scotland) Bill to establish the EMB on a statutory basis, to enable Scottish ministers to appoint an EMB
convener, and to provide the convener with the powers to direct EROs and ROs. 
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However, no further progress has yet been made to establish EMBs elsewhere in Great Britain, despite the Electoral Commission's
repeated insistence since 2007 that further difficulties would be experienced without reform. Following the problems experienced at
the May 2010 general election, the Commission's Chair, Jenny Watson, re-iterated the case for Electoral Management Boards with
powers to instruct returning officers, where required. Watson (2010) argued that 'the system of hundreds of independent returning
officers making their own decisions with no accountability to anyone other than the courts - including us as the elections watchdog -
is past its sell-by date'.

We have never highlighted serious concerns about electoral administration in previous Audits. However, the number and range of
problems experienced in the administration of elections in recent years are clearly unprecedented. Serious problems associated with the
administration of elections pose a genuine risk of undermining public confidence in how elections are run.  

In our past Audits, we have suggested that the use of a ballot-tracing mechanism in the UK potentially undermines the secrecy of the ballot.
The recording of each elector’s unique number on the counterfoils of the ballot issued to them was introduced as a mechanism to tackle
fraud in 19th century elections. Yet, it is questionable whether the so-called 'traceable secret ballot’ still has any significant role to play in
guarding against electoral fraud, and there is anecdotal evidence of officials using ballot tracing provisions to monitor who is voting for
'extremist’ parties on the left and right of the political spectrum (Guardian, undated). The electoral observation report completed by the
Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, following its invitation to observe the 2005 general election, also pointed to ballot
tracing as one of a number of areas in which international norms were potentially being breached (OSCE/Office for Democratic Institutions
and Human Rights, 2005).

Accusations of political interference in the process of drawing up constituency boundaries are sometimes heard in UK political debate,
although there is little, if any, evidence to support such claims - which rarely originate from the mainstream of British politics. However,
while the independence of the respective Boundary Commissions is accepted, and respected, by all the major political parties, boundary
reviews nonetheless tend to provoke fierce partisan debate. The nature of the rules governing the sixth periodic review of Westminster
constituencies (the 2013 review) has been especially controversial. The coalition’s decision to reduce the number of MPs from 650 to 600
while also seeking to equalise the number of voters in each constituency has provoked widespread claims of 'gerrymandering’ from some
Labour MPs, who have suggested the measures are an attempt to cut the number of MPs representing typically Labour-voting inner-city
areas, where under-registration is highest. However, while we would concur with Labour’s concern about the risk of under-registration
translating into under-representation, Democratic Audit’s modelling of the partisan impact of the new rules suggests that it is the Liberal
Democrats who stand to suffer disproportionally from the changes (Baston, 2011).

Freedom of registration and voting procedures from intimidation and abuse

Past Audits did not highlight any significant issues concerning the abuse of registration and voting procedures. In 1999, our assessment
was that UK national elections were 'free of bribery, intimidation and other abuses' (Weir and Beetham, 1999, p. 41). Our 2002 Audit
referred to 'various allegations' of abuse associated with postal voting on demand at the 2001 elections, but noted that only one of these
cases resulted in a police investigation (Beetham et al., 2002, p. 95). The most serious concern pointed to in our past Audits were
associated with the persistent allegations of electoral malpractice and voter intimidation in Northern Ireland. We therefore welcome the
changes introduced by the Northern Ireland (Electoral Fraud) Act 2002, which the Northern Ireland Affairs Select Committee (2004, p. 8)
concluded 'has been successful in reducing both the perception among the electorate of the prevalence of fraud and the actual level of
electoral fraud, so far as it can be measured’.

Against this backdrop, the emergence of evidence of malpractice in English elections during the 2000s ranks among the most concerning
emerging developments identified by this Audit. Evidence of electoral malpractice began to mount from 2005 onwards, after an election
court convened in Birmingham found five men guilty of large-scale electoral fraud, involving thousands of postal ballots, at local elections in
June 2004. In his written judgment, the election commissioner, Richard Mawrey QC, referred to 'evidence of electoral fraud that would
disgrace a banana republic' (Mawrey, 2005, p. 136).

While the Birmingham case represented the most systematic proven case of attempted ballot rigging, there have been numerous other
convictions for electoral fraud in the UK since 2000. Court cases relating to large-scale fraud in local elections in Slough in 2007 and
Peterborough in 2004 resulted in six convictions each. Following a lengthy police investigation and two re-trials, five men were eventually
convicted in September 2010 for electoral fraud offences in the Bradford West constituency during the 2005 general election (the first
relating to fraud in a UK general election for almost one hundred years). In total, more than 100 people have been found guilty of electoral
malpractice in the UK since 1994. The vast majority of convictions have involved postal or proxy ballots, often in conjunction with attempts
to manipulate the electoral registers by registering bogus electors or adding electors to the register at empty properties.
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The emergence of electoral fraud as an issue in UK politics cannot be divorced, therefore, from changes in electoral law since the 1990s,
which introduced provisions for proxy voting and the widespread availability of postal voting. In particular, the introduction of 'postal voting
on demand' via the Representation of the People Act 2000 created obvious opportunities for malpractice, especially when combined with a
'rather arcane' system of electoral registration (Däubler-Gmelin and Gacek, 2008). Outside of Northern Ireland, applications to appear on a
local electoral register are largely taken on trust. Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) have no real scope to verify a voter's identity, their
eligibility to vote or whether they are already registered to vote elsewhere. In this context, it has been suggested that the practice of 'roll
stuffing is childishly simple to commit and very difficult to detect' (Mawrey, 2008, p. 30). 

Figure 2.1c shows the number of known instances where defendants were found guilty of, or pleaded guilty to, electoral offences in a UK
court from 2000-10. Although certain to underestimate the extent of fraud, these figures point to a very clear peak in offences in 2004, when
all-postal voting trials were run in four English regions for the combined European and local elections. The graph also highlights that half of
those found guilty of electoral malpractice over the decade committed their offences at elections in the period from 2003-05.

Figure 2.1c: Persons found guilty of electoral malpractice in the UK, 2000-2010, by year of election

Note: Statistics are based on known cases, as of 22 March 2011. A number of allegations reported to police in 2010 were still under
investigation at this time.

Sources: Base data for 2000-07 is from Wilks-Heeg (2008), appendix C. Additional data from: Electoral Commission/ACPO (2009,
2010, 2011); Lords Hansard 26 October 2010, column 252w; Unlock Democracy - Stamp out Voting Fraud.

Following the Birmingham judgment, the Electoral Administration Act of 2006 introduced a requirement for applicants for a postal ballot to
supply 'personal identifiers' (their date of birth and signature), as a basis for the subsequent verification of their postal voting statement
submitted at the time of voting. There have also been substantial improvements in the guidance provided by the Electoral Commission to
electoral administrators and police forces and in the recording and monitoring of fraud allegations reported to the police. The clear decline
in the number of convictions for electoral fraud since 2007 therefore suggests that recent efforts to safeguard the system appear to have
been at least partially successful.

Since 2008, the Electoral Commission has reported annually, in conjunction with the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) on
allegations of electoral fraud and their outcomes. However, while the EC/ACPO reports demonstrate that the number of prosecutions for
electoral fraud has fallen substantially, they also show that accusations of malpractice remain widespread. Figure 2.1d, based on the
EC/ACPO figures, shows that there were over 100 cases reported to police forces in Great Britain in 2008 and a further 50 in 2009. In 2010,
a general election year, the number of cases involving allegations of electoral fraud rose sharply. A total of 232 cases were reported to
police in Great Britain in 2010 (with a further 25 cases in Northern Ireland), and allegations of fraud were reported to four-fifths of the UK's
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52 police forces.

The vast majority of cases resulted in no further action being taken and, as the graph shows, the number of convictions represents a tiny
proportion (around two per cent) of all cases investigated. Of the 232 cases reported to police in Great Britain in 2010, 137 resulted in no
further action. At the time the commission reported on the allegations in February 2011, just one had resulted in a conviction and two in
formal police cautions, while court proceedings had been instigated in one further instance. In addition, 23 allegations had resulted in the
police providing informal advice, with a further 68 allegations still under investigation or awaiting advice from the Crown Prosecution
Service (Electoral Commission, 2011). However, these figures also hint at wider evidence of malpractice than is captured by the number of
convictions. From 2008-10, around one-tenth of cases examined by police resulted in the police issuing either formal cautions or providing
informal advice short of a caution.

Figure 2.1d: Outcome of cases involving electoral malpractice allegations reported to the police, Great
Britain, 2008-2010

Sources: Derived from Electoral Commission/ACPO (2009, 2010, 2011)

Based on these findings, the commission's view is that levels of fraud are minimal, and that any repeat of the large-scale cases from 2004
or 2005 is now unthinkable.  However, such interpretations are contested by some lawyers, politicians and journalists. In March 2008,
passing initial judgment on the Slough case, Richard Mawrey QC, again acting as election commissioner commented that: 'to ignore the
probability that [fraud] is widespread, particularly in local elections, is a policy that even an ostrich would despise' (Mawrey, 2008, p. 30).
Jerome Taylor, a reporter for the Independent, who had been attacked while investigating allegations of fraudulent registrations in the
London Borough of Tower Hamlets in 2010, described the (2011) Electoral Commission/ACPO report on electoral fraud allegations as 'a
bizarre exercise in asking Britain's voters to keep calm and carry on', adding that 'for an organisation that is supposed to safeguard the
integrity of our voting system, such complacency is shocking' (Independent, 2011).

To be fair, the Electoral Commission has never been complacent about the risk of electoral fraud and, while it regards the number of
convictions and cautions for fraud as minimal, the EC has never claimed that levels of fraud are therefore 'acceptable'. The EC has long
recognised the need for further safeguards against fraud and, since 2004, has consistently argued for the introduction of a system of
individual voter registration, to replace the existing system of 'household' registration. It was not until Labour's Political Parties and
Elections Act 2009 that provisions were made for a phased introduction of individual voter registration in Great Britain over a period of five
years. Under this system, which was introduced in Northern Ireland in 2002 alongside others measures to tackle electoral fraud, all electors
are required to provide their date of birth, signature and national insurance number when registering to vote.

Part of Labour's reluctance to act more decisively when in government stemmed from the concern that a more secure system of voter
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registration may have the side-effect of further depressing levels of voter registration. The experience of introducing individual voter
registration in Northern Ireland clearly indicated that a sharp drop in registration levels was likely (Northern Ireland Affairs Select
Committee, 2004). In 2010, the incoming Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition opted to accelerate the introduction of individual voter
registration, while introducing wider measures to prevent a sharp decline in registration levels and guaranteeing that no elector will be
disenfranchised at the 2015 general election as a result of failing to submit personal identifiers (HM Government, 2011b). The impact of
these reforms on the completeness and accuracy of Great Britain's electoral registers will need to be carefully monitored over the next few
years.

2.1.3 Candidates & parties: registration and media access

How fair are the procedures for the registration of candidates and parties, and how far is there fair access for them
to the media and other means of communication with the voters?

Procedures for registration of candidates and parties

With a number of specific exceptions, all adult British and Irish citizens resident in the UK have the right to stand as a candidate in
elections, as do adult citizens of any Commonwealth country with indefinite leave to remain in the UK. Those precluded from standing for
election to parliament, defined by the House of Commons Disqualification Act 1975, as amended, include members of the police and
armed forces, serving civil servants and judges, members of the House of Lords and those declared bankrupt. Similar provisions apply for
elections to devolved parliaments and assemblies and to the European parliament. There are also a number of specific restrictions for
candidacy in local elections relating to connection to the locality and employment in local government.

All candidates must be nominated by electors in the district in which they are standing. Where candidates are standing for a political party,
that party must be registered with the Electoral Commission, but no such requirement applies for independents (see Section 2.2.1 for further
discussion of the registration process for parties). Deposits of £500 must be lodged by all candidates standing for elections to the House of
Commons, the Welsh assembly or Scottish parliament; with a deposit of £150 for the Northern Ireland Assembly. Higher deposits are
required of candidates contesting election for the London assembly (£1,000), the European parliament (£5,000) and the mayor of London
(£10,000). No deposits are required for candidacy at local elections. In all cases, deposits are returnable if the candidate secures more than
a specified percentage of the votes cast (see Table 2.1a for full details). There has been a significant growth in the number of lost deposits
at recent elections, which has arisen from a sharp increase in the number of candidates fielded by smaller parties. This development, which
is considered in more detail in Section 2.2.1, is one of several illustrations of how the electoral system interacts with other structural
features of UK democracy to create an 'uneven playing field’ for parties contesting elections. 

Table 2.1a: Deposits required by candidates in UK elections

Type of election Value of deposit required Threshold for return of deposit

Local elections None n/a 

House of Commons £500 5% of votes cast.

Welsh Assembly,
Scottish Parliament

£500 for constituency contest; £500 to appear
on regional list.

5% of votes cast in the constituency / region.

Northern Ireland
Assembly

£150 25% of the quota of the first preference votes cast.  

Greater London
Assembly

£1,000 for constituency contest; £5,000 to
appear on London-wide list.

5% of votes cast in constituency contest; 2.5% of votes
cast for London-wide list. 

European Parliament £5,000
2.5% of votes cast in region; in Northern Ireland, 25% of
the quota of the first preference votes cast. 

Mayor of London £10,000 5% of first preference votes.

Sources: Electoral Commission (2006); Electoral Commission (2008); Electoral Commission (2009b); Electoral Commission
(2009c); Electoral Commission (2011a); Electoral Commission (2011b).

Following a recommendation from the Electoral Commission, the Electoral Administration Act 2006 reduced the age of candidacy for all UK
elections from 21 to 18, rectifying the anomaly we had pointed to in our 2002 Audit that 18-21 year olds could vote, but not stand for political
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office. We therefore welcome this harmonisation of the age of candidacy and the voting age to bring the UK in line with the West European
norm (Electoral Commission, 2003a).

Fair access to the media and other communications

Promoting 'fair access' in political communications requires the balancing of competing, and possibly contradictory, demands. On the one
hand, 'fair access' implies that political campaigns operate in the context of guaranteed freedom of speech and full freedom of the press (the
latter characterised by a pluralistic media that is independent of the state; see Section 3.1 for further discussion). On the other hand, it is
widely recognised that 'freedom’ in political communications will do little to promote 'fair access'. Individual candidates or parties may, for
instance, possess far greater financial resources to spend on campaigning, or they may benefit from partisan bias in the media, particularly
if media ownership is concentrated in relatively few hands (see Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2). To tackle such inequities in election
campaigning, the state must therefore intervene in some way.

State intervention intended to promote 'fair access' in political communications can take two main forms. One option is to regulate to limit
the scope for individual candidates or parties to gain unfair access to the media or other communications - for instance, by limiting how
much can be spent on election campaigns, banning forms of paid political advertising, or requiring party political balance and impartiality in
media reporting. Another option is for the state to provide forms of support to candidates and political parties in their efforts to communicate
with voters - for instance, by providing grants or indirect subsidies for election campaigning, or by granting air-time via state broadcasters.
These two approaches are not mutually exclusive and are often used in conjunction with one another. Electoral law and broadcasting
regulations in the UK display precisely this 'mixed' approach, although it is also important to distinguish between the specific measures
applying at the constituency (candidate) and national (party) levels in general elections.

At a constituency level, every candidate at a UK general election receives an allowance for free postage (to cover the costs of sending one
election communication to each address in the constituency they are contesting) and is entitled to make use of facilities to host public
meetings, again free of charge. Meanwhile, expenditure limits for candidates, in place since 1883, seek to prevent individual candidates
securing an unfair electoral advantage by out-spending his or her rivals on election communications during the campaign. However, there
are growing, and valid, concerns that these regulations have become increasingly ineffective in recent decades (Wilks-Heeg, 2008; Wilks-
Heeg and Crone, 2010).

A similar approach applies at a national level. Provisions are made for political parties to communicate with voters via the granting of free
airtime on both radio and television. Thus, political parties are allocated slots for Party Political Broadcasts (PPBs) at particular points in the
annual political cycle and for Party Election Broadcasts (PEBs) during election campaigns (see Case Study 2.1c). Paid political advertising
on broadcast media is banned under the Communications Act 2003, although paid advertising in newspapers or billboards is permitted
(Scammell and Langer, 2006). Since 2000, limits on local candidate spending at general elections have been supplemented by a national
cap on the expenditure of political parties during an election campaign - in large part as a response to the record spending by political
parties on advertising at the 1997 general election.

These provisions have evolved over a period of more than a century and, inevitably, have been the subject of ongoing controversy. In this
regard, it is important to note a number of long-term trends in party campaigning and political communications which have important
implications for measures intended to promote fair access for candidates and parties to media and communications.

1. Over the course of six decades, the large political parties have shifted the focus of their election spending away from local
constituency contests and towards the national political stage. There was a surge in party spending on advertising, particularly in the
period from 1979-97, which created a significant 'regulatory gap', since only constituency-level spending was capped. The Political
Parties, Elections and Referendums Act(PPERA) 2000 has restricted national spending by parties on election campaigns, but has
by no means resolved the question of what constitutes 'national' spending by parties and what constitutes 'constituency' spending by
candidates.

2. The shift towards a focus on national campaign spending by the large political parties has been accompanied by a parallel
tendency towards the centralisation of party operations and substantially increased expenditure on political communications and
media-management outside of election periods (commonly referred to as 'spin'). Regarded by the large parties as essential to
protecting their interests in an often hostile '24/7' news environment, these dedicated media operations have  become central to
modern political communications, reflecting the emergence of 'mediated' politics in which political parties and the media operate in a
dialectical, yet symbiotic, relationship.

3. Within the context of recent shifts in the UK's traditional 'dual media system', in which broadcasting is tightly regulated and
required to demonstrate political balance, but the press is not (see Section 3.1), there is a long-term trend towards television
becoming the dominant medium in election campaigns. With newspaper circulation falling sharply, the majority of electors report that
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television is their principal source of political news. At the same time, however, changes in the broadcasting market have seen
audience shares fragment and audience shares for news broadcasts shrink. Meanwhile, the growing significance of the internet and
social media is widely recognised, although as yet poorly understood.

4. While the largest two parties, in particular, have become more centralised, and their activities dominated by highly-costly political
marketing activities, there has been a notable increase in campaigning and, in some cases, spending by smaller parties. Recent
decades have seen a growth in the number of seats contested by smaller parties. As the share of the vote secured by smaller parties
has increased, enabling them to gain representation at the expense of the larger parties (particularly in local, devolved and
European elections) they have been able to secure a share of air-time allocated for party election broadcasts and a growing profile
in general media coverage.

All four long-run trends are exemplified by the live broadcasting of the first ever televised leaders' debates during the 2010 general election,
an innovation which prompted fresh controversies, notably regarding the access of smaller parties to the media  (see Case Study 2.1c for
further discussion).

Case Study 2.1c: Election Broadcasting in the UK: from political broadcasts to the leaders' debates

Party election broadcasts (PEBs) originate from the political broadcasts transmitted by the BBC on radio during the 1924 general
election campaign. Over time, the provisions gradually became more formalised and were adapted in response to changes in both
broadcast media technologies and the broadcast media market. A Committee on Political Broadcasting was established in 1947 to
oversee the procedures for agreeing the allocation of air-time, the length and format of broadcasts, and other matters. In 1951, the
first televised PEBs were broadcast. In 1956, provisions for PEBs were extended to the newly established commercial broadcasters.

In practice, the broadcasters exercise considerable discretion in how they allocate air-time and, since the 1960s, they have had to
use this discretion to reach decisions about how to respond to changes in both the UK's party system and its political system. Over
time, an increased number of slots have been granted to smaller parties as broadcasters have adopted a relatively flexible approach
to defining rules for allocations. Thus, the SNP and Plaid Cymru were first allocated air-time in 1965, a full five years in advance of
either party gaining a seat in the House of Commons, while an agreement was quickly reached in the run up to the 1983 general
election to allocate slots to the SDP based on their showing in opinion polls and by-elections. At the 1997 general election, eight
parties without representatives in the Commons, including the Green Party, the Referendum Party and the BNP, were granted air-
time on the basis of a newly-instituted rule that any party contesting at least 50 seats would qualify.

While the threshold for securing UK air-time was subsequently raised to parties who contested at least one-sixth of seats in the
Commons, the impact of devolution has also had to be weighed in decisions about the allocations of PEBs. The capacity of the BBC
and ITV to split transmission between the constituent parts of the UK thus resulted in the agreement of allocations which
differentiated more clearly between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Under the current rules, a party contesting one-
sixth of seats in any constituent nation are allocated broadcasts within that nation.

Decisions about allocations of air-time have often been a matter of genuine controversy among the political parties, but the question
of whether party election broadcasts have a meaningful role in modern political communications continues to be posed. While many
consider that the influence of party election broadcasts has declined in recent decades, surveys carried out by Ipsos MORI indicate
that, with the exception of 2001, seven out of 10 voters had seen at least one party election broadcast during each election
campaign from 1979-2005 (Ipsos MORI, 2005). A review by the Electoral Commission (2003b, p. 4) concluded that party political
broadcasts 'remain one of the most effective and therefore most important direct campaigning tools available to qualifying political
parties'. Significantly, the commission’s report added that 'the principle that qualifying political parties should be able freely to
publicise their platforms and policies to voters, and that voters should be able to receive such information, remains compelling' (p. 4).
Recognising the importance of this function, both the Electoral Commission's report and the government's response to it, suggested
that there was no obvious alternative to PPBs, other than paid political advertising - which they both rejected, based on experience
in the United States.

In this context, the introduction of televised leaders' debates in 2010 raises fresh questions about the future of PPBs. An estimated
72 per cent of the electorate watched at least one of the debates, with the first debate, broadcast on ITV, attracting close to 10 million
viewers (representing an audience share of 37 per cent). It seems evident that televised leaders’ debates will, in future, lead to a
sharp decline in the relevance, and viewing, of PPBs. As such, the controversy ignited by the leaders’ debates in 2010 about the
lack of representation for parties such as the Scottish National Party, is likely to require a fresh review of how the broadcasters
should allocate time to different political parties.
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As noted in Case Study 2.1c, a key justification for the granting of free air-time to UK political parties for party election broadcasts has been
the desire to limit the need for paid political advertising. The ban on paid broadcasting prevents many of the worst excesses of US-style
campaigning, and renders UK elections comparatively cheap by comparison to party and candidate expenditure in the United States. The
Department for Culture, Media and Sport's (2003) response to the Electoral Commission's (2003b) report on party political broadcasting
suggested that this ban 'has widespread and continuing support', arguing that 'hugely expensive and often simplistic and negative
advertising would most likely work against  the aim of a well-informed electorate, fairly informed of the range of policies being offered by the
various parties standing for election' (DCMS, 2003, p. 5).

However, it would be misguided to assume that paid advertising plays only a limited role in UK election campaigning, and this is for two
key reasons. First, political parties have in the past opted to spend heavily on advertising space in the press and on billboards during
general election campaigns, and Conservative election campaigns in particular continue to be characterised by relatively high levels of
spending on advertising. Second, during Labour's period of office from 1997-2010, a series of concerns were expressed about the growth
of government expenditure on paid advertising, including apparent surges in spending in the period before elections.

The growth of party spending on advertising became particularly evident during the 1980s and 1990s, with general election campaign
spending peaking at the 1997 election (Wilks-Heeg, 2008). The two main parties spent an estimated £20 million on advertising in the run-
up to the 1997 General Election, of which £14 million was spent by the Conservatives and £6 million by Labour. Of the £14 million spent by
the Conservatives, some £11 million was spent on billboard posters and the remaining £3 million went on newspaper advertising (Gay,
2000, pp. 49-50). Figure 2.1e, which measures expenditure in 2009-10 prices, shows that party spending on advertising has fallen sharply
following the introduction of campaign expenditure limits under PPERA 2000, although it remains a significant component of election
expenditure, especially for the Conservatives. Uniquely, Labour out-spent the Conservatives in 2001, during a brief period in which the
former secured substantially more donation income than the latter. By the end of the decade, however, it was the Conservatives who once
again had the upper hand in securing donor income - enabling them to out-spend Labour on advertising by a factor of almost 10:1.

Figure 2.1e: Expenditure by political parties on advertising in the year before general elections, 1997-2010 (£
million, measured in 2009/10 prices)

Sources: Electoral Commission, campaign expenditure register; Gay (2000, pp. 49-50).

There are also grounds for examining the role which government advertising may play in relation to the election cycle. In our 2002 Audit we
highlighted evidence of a sharp increase in government advertising in the period before the 2001 general election, raising concerns about
the possibility of government advertising budgets being used for party political ends (Beetham et al., 2002). In the run up to the 2010
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general election, fresh accusations emerged that Labour were again planning large advertising campaigns around the electoral cycle. In
April 2010, the shadow Cabinet Office minister, Francis Maude, suggested that record monthly spending on advertising demonstrated how
'Labour are trying to buy the election using millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money with a last minute state sponsored advertising blitz'
(Daily Telegraph, 6 April 2010).

While it is difficult to evaluate the validity of these claims, there can be little doubt that government spending on advertising rose
dramatically under New Labour. Figure 2.1f charts the total income of the Central Office of Information from advertising initiatives
commissioned by government departments and agencies from 1992-93 to 2009-10. Measured against 1997-98, when Labour took office,
this measure of government advertising had doubled by 1999-2000 and trebled by 2000-01. The government's advertising bill remained
high throughout the 2000s, running at roughly double the level it had been in the previous decade and establishing  the UK government as
the country's largest spender on advertising (ahead of both Unilever and Proctor and Gamble). Moreover, the figures do suggest something
of a tendency for government spending on advertising to peak in the run up to elections in 2001, 2005 and 2010.

Figure 2.1f: UK government spending on advertising, 1992/93 - 2008/09 (£ million, 2009 prices)

Sources: Central Office for Information Annual Reports and Accounts, 1996/97- 2009/10; converted to 2009 prices using the Retail
Price Index. Figures represent COI's income/turnover from government advertising contracts.

There has been much discussion in recent years of the potential significance of the internet and social media for political communications,
culminating in widespread claims that the 2010 general election would prove to be the UK's first 'internet election' (Gibson et al., 2010).
With the notable exception of work undertaken by the Hansard Society, little consideration has been given to the scale of internet
campaigning, nor the regulatory issues it raises. To some extent, this lack of attention can be explained by the fact that the role of digital
campaigning in UK elections remains limited; informed reflection on the 2010 election has confirmed that it was dominated by the rather
older medium of television - principally because of televised leaders’ debates.

Nonetheless, a number of important trends suggest that internet communications will come to play an increasingly significant role in UK
elections, not least because of the way in which the internet interacts with traditional media. For instance, analysis of activity on Twitter at
the time of the first leaders’ debate established that some 47,000 accounts were engaged in 'real time’ discussion of the debates, including
substantial activity from journalists with large numbers of 'followers’ on Twitter (Chadwick, 2011).  As Williamson (2010, p. 24) notes, 'the
internet has become a "business as usual" channel for people and, with this, for politics and political debate'. However, Wiliamson et al.
(2010, p. iv) also argue, rightly in our view, that 'the internet is unlikely to lead to dramatic changes in the electoral landscape in the short-
term’. Instead, the experience of digital campaigning to date is principally that it underpins the longer-term development of professionalized,
perpetual campaigning by political parties highlighted above and that its scope to promote wider access to political communications is
exaggerated (cf. Williamson et al., 2010).
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2.1.4 The electoral system

How effective a range of choice does the electoral and party system allow the voters, how equally do their votes
count, and how closely does the composition of the legislature and the selection of the executive reflect the
choices they make?

As our previous Audits have noted, the single member plurality (SMP) system of elections used for the House of Commons (generally
known as 'first-past-the-post’ or FPTP) is neither designed to offer voters a wide range of choices at elections nor to ensure a direct
relationship between the aggregate sum of votes for a party and its representation in parliament. Instead, FPTP elections are supposed to
exhibit the following key features in relation to voter choice, the weighting of votes and the translation of votes into seats:

FPTP presents voters with a straightforward binary choice: retain the incumbent MP and/or government or 'kick the rascals out’ so
that they will be replaced by representatives of the principal opposition party. In this way, the system is claimed to render MPs and
governments highly accountable to the electorate, since relatively modest swings in support can remove them from office.
While votes under FPTP count equally at a constituency level, the overall outcomes at the national level tend to reflect either broad
continuities or shifts in the 'mood' of the electorate. Because of the way the system tends to magnify 'swings' in electoral support,
FPTP empowers voters to replace one single party government with another, or to grant a single party a large majority, where there
is popular will to do so.
Rather than translating votes into seats in a strictly 'fair' or proportional manner, FPTP produces strong and stable single-party
governments. Such governments operate with a direct mandate from the electorate to implement their manifesto, rather than on the
basis of agreements forged via post-election negotiations, in which electors have no role.  

There are clear and obvious differences in emphasis between the question we pose above and the advantages claimed for FPTP by its
advocates. We accept, therefore, that there is a case for assessing the UK's current electoral system in relation to the criteria which its
supporters typically put forward, as well as with reference to our own.

As John Curtice (2010) has noted, for 'first-past-the-post’ election to operate in the way outlined above, a number of essential conditions
must be met. These may be summarised as follows:

There must be clear two-party dominance, with both parties commanding roughly equal levels of popular support and with very few
votes or seats going to third or other parties.
There must be a sufficient number of marginal seats to magnify the 'swing’ from one of the two main parties to the other - this creates
a modest 'winner’s bonus’ through which a vote share of around 45-50 per cent translates into a majority of seats in parliament.
Aside from the 'winner’s bonus’, the relationship between votes and seats should not show any obvious form of bias towards either
of the two main parties.

Figure 2.1g provides an historical example of how these dynamics should work in practice. At the 1955 general election, the Conservatives
secured just under 49.7 per cent of the votes cast, a little over three percentage points ahead of Labour's share. As the largest party, with
the support of close to half of the electorate, the electoral system effectively granted the Conservatives a 'winner's bonus', which enabled
them to secure 54.8 per cent of the seats in the Commons. Moreover, while this winner's bonus can be seen to have been at the expense of
representation for the other two parties, the overall effect was relatively modest. Consequently, both Labour's and the Liberal's share of
seats in the Commons in 1955 were broadly in line with the proportion of votes which they had secured. Thus, while FPTP is not designed
to ensure proportional outcomes, the 1955 election underlines that a fairly high degree of proportionality tends to be the by-product of FPTP
elections where the conditions specified by Curtice can be shown to hold. In particular, the structuring of voters' options around a
straightforward binary choice should mean that votes count relatively equally at a national level and that the composition of parliament will
reflect voter choices reasonably well.

Figure 2.1g: Proportion of votes and seats secured by main three parties, 1955 general election
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Source: Data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

Such outcomes are, however, by no means guaranteed under FPTP. Figure 2.1h presents the results of the 1983 general election for the
three main parties, again in relation to both votes and seats. In this instance, the contrast between electoral support and parliamentary
representation for each party is highly apparent. On the basis of securing the support of only 42 per cent of the electorate, the
Conservatives were able to win 61 per cent of the seats in the Commons. Not only did this represent a huge winner's bonus, it is also clear
that it was gained almost entirely at the expense of the SDP-Liberal Alliance - whose 25 per cent share of the votes translated into a mere
3.5 per cent of the seats. Meanwhile, Labour's representation, although broadly in line with their level of electoral support, demonstrates the
existence of what is effectively a 'loser's bonus', again at the expense of the Alliance.

Figure 2.1h: Proportion of votes and seats secured by main three parties, 1983 general election

Source: Data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

The 1983 election represented a moment of significant third party breakthrough, but it was by no means an exception or an aberration.
Compelling evidence has built up over a number of years which casts doubt on whether the essential conditions required for FPTP to
function properly still hold for UK parliamentary elections - or indeed if they ever did for sustained periods of time (Curtice, 2010; Lodge and
Gottfried, 2011; Wilks-Heeg and Crone, 2011). Four key trends are highlighted by these accounts which suggest that FPTP is increasingly
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unlikely to operate as it once did:

1. Electoral support for the two main parties has diminished sharply since the mid-1970s. A growing proportion of voters now opt for
parties other than the Conservatives and Labour. As Figure 2.1i shows, the Conservatives and Labour won more than 40 per cent of the
vote each at successive general elections from 1950 to 1970, with the winning party usually securing 45 per cent or more of the popular
vote. Over this period, the average share of the vote obtained by the Liberals and others was a mere eight per cent. However, the pattern
since the February 1974 election, which witnessed the resurgence of the Liberal Party and a sharp growth in support for the Scottish and
Welsh nationalists, has been entirely different. At no election since 1974 have the two main parties won a combined 80 per cent or more of
the vote, with the two-party share falling to just 65 per cent in 2010. For ten general elections in a row, FPTP has failed to prevent a
significant proportion of votes being cast for third or other parties. This tendency has been even more obvious since the formation of the
SDP-Liberal Alliance in 1983 and the eventual merger of the two parties to form the Liberal Democrats in 1988. Since 1983, the proportion
of votes cast for candidates other than those representing the main two parties has averaged 29 per cent.  

Figure 2.1i: Party shares of the vote in UK general elections, 1945-2010

Source: Data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

2. Third and smaller parties have gained seats at the expense of the main two parties. During the 1950s and 1960s, only about 10
MPs were typically returned from outside of the two main parties. However, as a result of the growing electoral support for them, the number
of MPs elected to represent parties other than Labour or the Conservatives has grown slowly but steadily. Despite the strong bias of FPTP
against third and smaller parties, Figure 2.1j shows that the number of MPs representing parties other than the main two (or sitting as
independents) has risen sharply since 1974, reaching a peak of 94 MPs in the 2005-10 parliament. Whereas third and smaller parties once
held a mere one per cent of seats in parliament, their share has now risen to around 13 per cent.

Figure 2.1j: Number of MPs from outside the main two parties, 1945-2010
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Source: Data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

3. The number of Conservative-Labour marginals has diminished significantly. Over time, support for the Conservatives and Labour
has become more geographically concentrated, while the Liberal Democrat vote has also become slightly less evenly spread. The partial
exception of the Blair years notwithstanding, the tendency for voters in Scotland and the North of England to become more solidly Labour
over time is mirrored by the pattern of the Conservatives becoming ever more dominant in the South of England. As a result of these
patterns, there are now fewer seats which have any realistic prospect of changing hands between the two main parties. Whereas around
160 seats could be deemed Labour-Conservative marginals at elections from 1955-1966, this figure had been cut in half by the time of the
1983 general election; and while Labour's electoral recovery from 1987 onwards served to increase the number of marginal seats to around
100 from 1992-2005, by 2010 just 86 seats were defined as marginal between the two main parties (Curtice, 2010).

4. The relationship between votes and seats has been subject to a greater degree of 'bias'. Three main components of bias in the
electoral system have become evident since 1997: Labour seats tend to contain fewer registered electors than Conservative seats;
Conservative majorities tend to be numerically larger than Labour majorities; and there is a growing differential in turnout between Labour-
won and Conservative-won seats (Borisyuk et al., 2010). Boundary reviews had eradicated most, but not all, of the bias associated with
variance in the size of constituency electorates by 2010, but the tendency for concentration of party support and turnout differentials to
produce numerically larger Conservative majorities is still in evidence. In 2010, turnout was seven percentage points higher in seats won
by the Conservatives than it was in seats won by Labour, and the average Conservative majority was 9,470 votes compared to 7,911 for
Labour MPs.

These changes in voting patterns and the operation of the electoral system mean that FPTP has become increasingly 'dysfunctional' when
measured against its own supposed merits. Far from guaranteeing single-party government, elections in which no party secures an overall
majority have become significantly more likely. The so-called 'hung parliaments’ of February 1974 and May 2010, as well as the narrow
majorities obtained by Labour in October 1974 and the Conservatives in 1992, are indicative of this trend. Ironically, the fact that FPTP
elections did return single-party governments with large majorities in five out of 10 elections after 1974 owes much to the breakdown of the
other core pre-conditions for the effective functioning of FPTP - notably a fall in the number of marginal seats and the emergence of forms of
bias in the system. Indeed, a drop in Labour’s share of the vote from 40 per cent in 2001 to 35 per cent in 2005 did not result in voters being
able to 'kick the rascals out’. Instead, Labour were returned to power with a reduced, but still sizeable, Commons majority.

The trends described above have had profound effects in relation to voter choice and the translation of votes into seats. Broadly speaking,
FPTP operated as it should for the seven general elections which were contested from 1950-70. As Table 2.1b shows, during this 'Golden
Age’ of first-past-the-post, support for the two main parties was finely balanced, the two-party share of the vote averaged 92 per cent, and
elections were won or lost across 150 or more marginal seats. If we compare this 'Golden Age’ with the period of seven elections from
1979-2005, we acquire a clear sense of how the operation of the system has changed. In this 'Dysfunctional Period’, the two-party share of
the vote averaged only 73 per cent and the average number of marginals shrank by a third compared to 1950-70. Distinguishing between
these two periods in this way, we may also regard the two elections of 1974 - neither of which produced a clear majority for either party - as
a 'transitional year’ in which the two-party system began to break down. It is possible that the 'hung parliament’ produced by the 2010
general election will also come to represent a transitional year, although following the rejection of electoral reform in the March 2011
referendum, it is by no means clear how the UK electoral and party systems will be transformed in the years ahead.

Table 2.1b: The operation of first-past-the-post, 1950-2010
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The Golden Age,
1950-70

Transitional Year,
1974

The Dysfunctional Period,
1979-2005

Transitional Year,
2010?

Number of elections 7 2 7 1

Average Conservative vote
share

46% 37% 38% 36%

Average Labour vote share 46% 38% 36% 29%

Two-party share of the vote 92% 75% 73% 65%

Note: 1955-70 = 5 elections
Sources: Data derived from Rallings and Thrasher (2009); Curtice (2010).

A number of measures deployed by political scientists to monitor and compare the performance of electoral systems can be used to
compare the outcomes of UK general elections in the system’s 'Golden Age’ of 1950-70 against those in the more recent 'dysfunctional
period’ from 1979-2005. Using these indicators, four key symptoms of the dysfunctionality of FPTP are revealed which highlight significant
concerns about how votes count and how they translate into parliamentary representation.

1. Recent elections have tended to produce excessively large majorities. In the immediate post-war decades, whichever party came
closest to securing 50 per cent of the votes generally secured enough seats to govern with a workable majority. During this 'Golden Age’,
government majorities varied between six seats (1950) and 99 seats (1959). This pattern clearly changed from the late 1970s onwards. As
Table 2.1c shows, the average share of the vote secured by the winning party from 1979-2005 was 41 per cent, a full six percentage points
lower than it had been from 1950-70. Yet, the average size of government majorities from 1979-2005 (103 seats) was more than double that
in 1950-70 (45 seats). Indeed, on four occasions since 1979 the winning party has secured majorities of 100, despite securing no more
than 43 per cent of the vote - a scenario which would have been unthinkable in the 1950s. In short, recent decades have been
characterised by a tendency for FPTP to greatly exaggerate the winner's bonus.

Table 2.1c: The outcomes of first-past-the-post, 1950-2010

 
The Golden
Age, 1950-70

Transitional
Year, 1974

The Dysfunctional
Period, 1979-2005

Transitional
Year, 2010?

Average government majority 45 --- 103 ---

Average vote share secured by winning party 47.40% --- 41.40% ---

Average Relative Reduction in Parties (RRP) 8% 28% 32% 30%

Average Deviation from Proportionality (DV)
score

12 19 20 23

Source: Authors’ calculations using data derived from Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher (2009) British Electoral Facts, London:
Total Politics/Biteback Publishing

2.  The electoral system has blocked the emergence of a multi-party system at Westminster. While third parties have managed to
increase their vote and seat share since the 1970s, FPTP nevertheless serves to stifle genuine voter choice by ensuring that the main two
parties continue to secure the lion's share of the seats in parliament. The growing contrast between voting behaviour and the allocation of
seats in the Commons is illustrated by Figure 2.1k. This graph charts two measures of the 'Effective Number of Parties' (ENP) at UK
general elections since 1945, measured firstly by votes and secondly by seats (see note under Figure 2.1k for explanation of the measure).
The graph shows that the two measures converged in the 1950s, indicating a close fit between the electoral system and the party system in
this period. Voters opted overwhelmingly for either of the two main parties, and the two-party system at Westminster reflected these
choices. However, the two measures of the ENP began to steadily widen from the early 1960s onwards. Thus, by 2010, the electorate’s
desire for a multi-party system had become undeniable, yet the allocation of seats maintained the semblance of a two-party system. Table
2.1c summarises these trends using a further measure - the relative reduction in parties, in which the difference between ENP (votes) and
ENP (seats) is calculated as a percentage of ENP (votes). This measure shows that while the squeeze on the representation of third and
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smaller parties was only 8 per cent from 1950-70, the effect quadrupled to 32 per cent during the period from 1979-2005.

Figure 2.1k: The Effective Number of Parties, as measured by votes and by seats, 1945-2010

Note: The Effective Number of Parties is calculated using the Laakso/Taagepera index and takes into account both the number of
parties and their relative size. ENP (votes) is calculated as follows: one divided by the sum of the squared percentage of votes cast
for each party in a general election. ENP (seats) is calculated as: one divided by the sum of the squared percentage seats for each
party represented in parliament.

Source: Base data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

3. The results of UK general elections have become highly disproportional. Because of the way FPTP increasingly 'mistranslates’
votes into seats, recent elections to the Commons have produced results which are more disproportional than those in the 1950s or 1960s.
Figure 2.1l charts the change in two alternative measures of the disproportionality of UK general election outcomes since 1945. The first
measure, based on the method devised by Michael Gallagher, uses the 'least squares index’ to calculate the disparity between vote shares
and seat shares. The second measure, deviation from proportionality (DV), provides a measure of the proportion of MPs occupying seats to
which their party’s share of the vote would not entitle them. In essence, both measures calculate the extent to which an electoral system
mistranslates votes into seats, and the trends for UK elections since 1945 are absolutely clear. Following a brief period in the 1950s when
FPTP produced broadly proportional outcomes in which votes and seats were closely matched, both measures of disproportionality began
to climb steadily (except in 1970) and peaked in 1983. Despite fluctuations thereafter, elections from 1983 onwards have consistently
produced outcomes which are far more disproportional than those in the immediate post-war decades.

Figure 2.1l: The disproportionality of UK general election outcomes since 1945
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Source: Base data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

4. Rather than votes counting equally, FPTP has rendered voter power highly uneven. As party support becomes more
geographically concentrated, and the number of marginal seats falls, meaningful electoral competition has tended to diminish in the great
majority of seats. Instead, elections are won and lost in a few dozen marginal seats, which become the focus for party campaigns. The
voters residing in the shrinking number of marginal seats thus exert far greater influence over election outcomes than the vast majority who
find themselves in 'safe’ seats and are far more likely to vote as a result. As Figure 2.1m illustrates, just 2.2 per cent of the 324 seats
classified as ultra-safe changed hands at the 2005 election, compared to 44 per cent of the 51 seats defined as 'ultra-marginal’. Moreover,
turnout was almost 10 percentage points higher in ultra marginal, compared to ultra safe, seats. With party campaigns increasingly focused
on marginal seats, research suggests that a diminishing number of voters would need to change their allegiance in order for an election to
produce a change of government. At the 1997 general election, it was estimated that around 500,000 individual voters 'could have swung a
close election one way or the other’ (Weir and Beetham, 1999). In 2007, following the 'General Election that never was’, the Electoral
Reform Society (2008) estimated that the difference between a Labour and a Conservative victory could have depended on how as few as
8,000 voters across 30-35 key marginals cast their votes.

Figure 2.1m: Turnout and proportion of seats changing hands at the 2005 general election, by marginality of
seat (marginality based on 2001 results)

Source: Data derived from Pippa Norris’ British Parliamentary Constituency Database 1992-2005, release 1.3; author’s
calculations.
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The so-called 'hung parliaments’ of February 1974 and May 2010, as well as the narrow majorities obtained by Labour in October 1974
and the Conservatives in 1992, might also be regarded as a symptom of dysfunctional FPTP. It has been widely suggested that falling
levels of electoral support for the two main parties points to 'hung parliaments' being more likely in future, even under FPTP (Blick and
Wilks-Heeg, 2010). Yet, as we have noted, the very opposite tendency has also been evident in recent decades - FPTP elections returned
single-party governments with majorities of 60 or more at five out of 10 elections from 1974-2010. Ironically, then, the breakdown of the core
pre-conditions for the effective functioning of FPTP ‒ notably a fall in the number of marginal seats and the emergence of forms of bias in
the system ‒ appears to make both the absence of majorities and the existence of excessive majorities more likely.

Some of the statistical indicators cited above can also be used to benchmark the UK against our chosen comparator countries. Here, the
evidence points to the UK being increasingly out of line with other established democracies. Figure 2.1n presents data for the 'effective
number of parties' (ENP) in the UK and our chosen comparator democracies, measured on the basis of the allocation of seats in
parliament.  It is evident that, despite the declining levels of support for the two main parties, the UK's electoral system has prevented
anything other than a modest increase in the effective number of parties represented in parliament, thereby maintaining what can only be
described as the illusion of a two-party system. Notably, Australia and the USA, both of which use majoritarian electoral systems, also
retain recognisable two-party systems. By comparison, the three countries operating proportional electoral systems - Ireland, the
Netherlands and Sweden - display both higher levels of electoral competition and a pattern of growth in the number of parties represented.

Figure 2.1n: Effective Number of Parties in Parliament: UK and comparators

Sources: Data for 1945-96 and 1971-96 from Lijphart (1999); data for 2000s from Farrell (2011).

However, it is also clear that FPTP is more effective in preventing third and smaller parties from securing seats in the UK than it is in
preventing them from securing electoral support. The share of the vote secured by the main two parties in UK general elections has fallen
to below 70 per cent in recent elections, compared to around 80 per cent in Australia and well over 90 per cent in the USA. If we measure
the effective number of parties in relation to votes, rather than seats, as we did in figure 2,1k, it is evident that UK electors have been voting
for a three-party system for three decades.

The growing discrepancy between levels of party support, as measured by votes, and the representation of parties in the House of
Commons has also rendered elections to the Commons highly disproportional when measured against electoral outcomes in other
democracies. Figure 2.1o shows a sharp rise in the disproportionality of UK elections in recent decades (using the Gallagher Index). These
outcomes stand in increasingly stark contrast to the proportional systems used in Sweden and the Netherlands and to the outcomes under
STV in Ireland, despite a recent rise in disproportionality in the latter instance. Moreover, UK elections under FPTP are revealed to have

Democratic Audit

2.1. Free and fair elections
Published: 12th May 2011
Updated: 24th Apr 2012

Page 27 of 40

http://filestore.democraticaudit.com/file/ec95257af33e1168042fdce61b7231e6-1282555327/hung_parliament_final.pdf


become increasingly disproportional even in comparison with the outcome of Australian elections under the alternative vote, a closely-
related plurality/majoritarian system.

Figure 2.1o: The disproportionality of general election outcomes, UK and comparator countries, 1945-96,
1971-96 and 2000s.

Sources: Data for 1945-96 and 1971-96 from Lijphart (1999); data for 2000s from Farrell (2011).

2.1.5 Social representativeness of Parliament

How far does the legislature reflect the social composition of the electorate?

Our past Audits have noted that the composition of national parliaments is rarely, if ever, representative of society as a whole, and that the
UK parliament is certainly no exception. Unsurprisingly, our conclusion in 2002 that both Houses of Parliament 'are essentially white, male,
middle-aged, well-educated and comparatively wealthy assemblies' holds true almost a decade later.

Age and social class

Following the 2010 general election, the average age of British MPs was 50, with 20 per cent of MPs aged under 40, 61 per cent aged 40-
59, and 19 per cent 60 or over (Smith Institute, 2010). This age profile is not at all surprising, given the nature of the occupation, and it is
likely that the age profile of MPs is similar to that found in equivalent professions or even the voting-age population.  Moreover, the average
age of MPs has hovered around 50 since 1992 (Smith Institute, 2010) whereas, by contrast, the average age of local councillors in England
has been rising for several years, reaching 59 years in 2008 (LGA, 2009).

If the age profile of MPs is broadly in-line with that of the voting age population, the same clearly cannot be said of social class. Certainly,
long-run data on the educational background and previous occupations of MPs highlights very clear contrasts between the main political
parties. Over the course of many decades, Conservative MPs have remained significantly more likely than Labour MPs to have attended a
fee-paying school, to be graduates of Oxford or Cambridge, and to have previously worked in non-manual occupations. In general, the
educational and professional profiles of Liberal Democrat MPs are closer to those typical among Conservative MPs than among Labour
MPs. At the same time, however, the period since 1945 has seen the gradual emergence of a more meritocratic Parliamentary
Conservative Party, and the rather more rapid professionalisation of the Parliamentary Labour Party. Indeed, three core trends since 1945
suggest that MPs as a whole are becoming significantly more socially homogeneous.

The proportion of MPs who were educated at fee-paying schools has declined within all parties since 1945, notwithstanding some
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fluctuation depending on the relative strength of the two main parties in the Commons. Whereas three-quarters of Conservative MPs
were privately educated in 1951, the figure now stands at a little over half. Among Labour MPs, the proportion who attended a fee-
paying school has fallen from 20 to 14 per cent over the same period (Crone, 2011). Nonetheless, the contrast with the electorate is
striking - just 7 per cent of the UK population have attended private schools (Ryan and Sibieta, 2010).
The proportion of MPs with a university education has grown steadily in recent decades, although the percentage who were
educated at Oxford or Cambridge has gradually declined. In the current parliament, 73 per cent of Labour, 80 per cent of
Conservative and 81 per cent of Liberal Democrat MPs are university educated (Crone, 2011). In 2010, by comparison, 31 per cent
of the UK labour force is educated to degree level (NVQ4) or above (NOMIS, 2011). For most of the post-war period, around half of
Conservative MPs had typically attended Oxford or Cambridge - this has now fallen to around one-third. Yet, with 28 per cent of
Liberal Democrat and 17 per cent of Labour MPs educated at Oxbridge, the House of Commons clearly remains unrepresentative of
the educational background of the electorate as a whole.
The proportion of MPs from working-class backgrounds has fallen dramatically since the 1940s. Whereas around 18 per cent of MPs
were classified as being from a 'worker’ background in 1951, this had fallen to around 4 per cent in 2010. This change was entirely
accounted for by the fall in the number of Labour MPs with a working class background, which dropped from 108 to 22 over this
period. The proportion of 'Chief Income Earners’ in working class occupations (grades C2, D and E) has also fallen over the same
period, from an estimated 65 per cent in 1968 to around 45 per cent in 2008 (Ipsos MORI, 2009). Nonetheless, the tiny share of
today’s MPs from a working-class background remains hugely out-of-kilter with the population as a whole.

Gender

British MPs remain overwhelmingly male, and progress towards gender equality has been painfully slow. Following the 2010 general
election, 22 per cent of MPs are female. While this represents an all-time record for the proportion of women MPs, Beetham et al.’s (2002, p.
102) observation that 'a partial breakthrough in 1997 has not been built on' remains an accurate summary of the situation.

As Figure 2.1p shows, women accounted for less than five per cent of MPs until 1987, before rising sharply to nine per cent in 1992 and 18
per cent in 1997. Since 1997, however, the growth of female representation has slowed dramatically. The principal reason for these trends
is not difficult to identify. As Figure 2.1p demonstrates, the main factor constraining or facilitating the election of female candidates since
1922 has been the proportion of female candidates selected to stand. 

Figure 2.1p: Women candidates and MPs, 1922-2010

Sources: Rallings and Thrasher (2009); Centre for Women and Democracy (2010).

From 1979-92, more women were selected as candidates, but there was only a limited impact on the number of seats won by female
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candidates, because most of these selections were in seats which the parties had little prospect of winning. The sharp rise in the selection
and election of female candidates in 1997 was accounted for overwhelmingly by the growth in the number of female Labour MPs, arising
from the party's policy (adopted in 1993) of reserving a proportion of winnable seats for female candidates via 'all-women short lists'.
Subsequently deemed to be in breach of the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 by an industrial tribunal in 1996, the party's policy was
suspended in 2001. Following a drop in the number of female MPs in 2001, the Labour government passed legislation permitting political
parties to use positive discrimination mechanisms when selecting candidates via the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002
(see Section 2.2.3 for further discussion).

However, the practice of positive discrimination in candidate selection has remained controversial, serving to prevent significant progress
in the adoption of female candidates. All-women shortlists prompted significant local opposition among some Constituency Labour Parties
in 2005, as did David Cameron's attempts after 2006 to introduce measures, via a Priority (or 'A') List, to ensure that a higher proportion of
Conservative Party shortlists included women. Meanwhile, an attempt by the Liberal Democrat leadership to introduce a version of all-
women shortlists in the early 2000s was rejected by delegates at the party's conference in September 2001. With none of the three main
parties able to agree on measures to ensure the selection of more female candidates, the proportion of general election candidates who are
female has been essentially static at around 20 per cent for the past two decades.

Figure 2.1q: Proportion of MPs who are female, UK and comparators, 1997-2010

Source: Calculated from Inter-Parliamentary Union (2011).

This lack of progress in increasing female representation in the Commons has left the UK lagging further and further behind comparable
democracies. As Figure 2.1q shows, the doubling of female representation in the Commons in 1997 had served to bring the UK in line with
the OECD average, and within touching distance of the EU average. However, the stagnation in the number of female MPs in the UK after
1997 prompted the gap to widen once more. By the late 2000s, the proportion of elected female parliamentarians in the UK was five
percentage points below the OECD average, ten percentage points below the EU average and a full 20 percentage points adrift from the
average for the Nordic countries. 

The UK's deficit in female representation in parliament is likely to remain while the Commons continues to be elected on the basis of a
majoritarian electoral system using single member constituencies. There is compelling international evidence that such electoral systems
tend to result in a significantly smaller proportion of female candidates being selected and hence elected (Sawyer, 2010; Renwick, 2011). It
is significant in this regard that the use of proportional and semi-proportional electoral systems for non-Westminster elections in the UK
since the late 1990s has been associated with levels of female representation on a par with those achieved in the Nordic countries (see
Section 3.2.3).
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Ethnic minority representation

The ethnic minority share of Great Britain's population increased from a little over two per cent in 1971 to around eight per cent in 2001,
owing largely to migration from the Caribbean, the Indian sub-continent, and Africa (Jeffries, 2005; Lupton and Power, 2004). This 'non-
white' British population is highly unevenly distributed, with the vast majority of British Asian and Black British inhabitants residing in
Greater London, Greater Manchester, and urban areas of West Yorkshire, the West Midlands and Lancashire (Lupton and Power, 2004).
However, it has taken several decades for the social composition of the Commons to reflect this growth and geographical concentration of
ethnic minority groups in the UK population. Aside from the three MPs of Indian heritage elected to the Commons between 1892 and 1929
(Anwar, 2001), there were no ethnic minority MPs elected until 1987, when Bernie Grant, Diane Abbot, Paul Boateng and Keith Vaz were
elected as Labour candidates in seats with sizeable ethnic minority populations.

Figure 2.1r: Ethnic minority candidates and MPs, 1979-2010

Sources: Rallings and Thrasher (2009); Smith Institute (2010).

The number of ethnic minority MPs has since grown steadily at each election since 1987, reaching a total of 27 following the 2010 general
election. As such, the 2010 election may be regarded as being as much of a breakthrough in terms of ethnic minority representation in the
Commons as 1997 was for female representation. Despite this evidence of progress, however, only four per cent of MPs are from an ethnic
minority background, roughly half the level of ethnic minority representation in British society as a whole. Moreover, ethnic minority
representation varies enormously across the three largest party groupings in the Commons. Eighteen of the current 27 MPs with an ethnic
minority background represent Labour, nine are Conservatives and none are Liberal Democrats. 

It is also evident that, as with female representation in the Commons, the principal barrier to securing greater ethnic minority representation
has been the failure of the parties to recruit and/or select ethnic minority candidates, particularly in winnable seats. Figure 2.1r shows that
the proportion of candidates from ethnic minority backgrounds was typically one per cent or less up until 1997. The growing efforts of the
parties since the late 1990s to diversify their respective candidate bases is evident in the increase in the proportion of ethnic minority
candidates from 2001 onwards (although we do not yet have data for 2010). It remains to be seen whether the parties can demonstrate
more success in sustaining this progress than is evident in the case of women MPs.

2.1.6 Public participation & confidence in elections

What proportion of the electorate votes, and how far are the election results accepted by all political forces in the
country and outside?
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What proportion of the electorate votes?

Turnouts in UK elections have declined dramatically in recent decades. As Figure 2.1s shows, general election turnouts from 1945 to 1992
typically fluctuated between 70 and 80 per cent, with a peak turnout of 84 per cent in 1950. In 1997, turnout dropped to 71.5 per cent, which
although not substantially lower than at most elections since the mid-1960s, nonetheless represented a post-war low. This nadir was soon
to be eclipsed, however, by the 59.1 per cent of registered electors who cast ballots at the 2001 general election. While turnouts began to
recover from this low point, resulting in a modest two point increase in 2005 and a further four point increase in 2010, Figure 2.1s makes
plain that the four lowest turnouts in post-war general elections have all been recorded since 1997.

Figure 2.1s: Turnouts at UK general elections, 1945-2010

Note: Turnout at UK elections is measured by the number of votes cast divided by the number of entries on the electoral register.
Given the observations made in Section 2.1.2, it should be noted that turnout figures measure only the registered electorate and take
no account of eligible voters who are not registered. Conversely, it is likely that the electoral registers will contain a number of
duplicate and inaccurate entries and, as such, may therefore slightly exaggerate the size of the registered electorate.

Source: Data from Rallings and Thrasher (2009).

While turnout figures from previous decades appear highly impressive in the current UK context, it is important to note that UK election
turnouts have been significantly below the international average for most of the post-war period. As Figure 2.1t shows, throughout the
1960s, 1970s and 1980s, UK election turnouts were typically ten percentage points lower than in the Nordic countries and five to ten points
below the average for Western Europe (EU15) as a whole. During the 1990s, there was a general decline in turnout internationally, at a
time when UK turnouts remained stable, which prompted the UK's relative position to improve. Nonetheless, the UK remained close to the
bottom of the international league table for election turnouts. As we noted in our 2002 Audit, the UK ranked 19th out of 25 European
countries for turnout in national elections during the 1990s (Beetham et al., 2002). The trend since 2000, moreover, has been for UK
election turnouts to fall far more sharply than elsewhere. As a consequence, the turnout 'gap' between the UK and other democracies now
stands at around 15 percentage points compared to the West European average and almost 20 points when measured against the average
for the Nordic countries.

Figure 2.1t: Turnout in parliamentary elections, UK and comparators, 1960s-2000s
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Note: See our methodological note for explanations of the 'consensual’ and 'Westminster’ categories and the countries contained in
each group.

Source: International IDEA Voter Turnout Database

These patterns are replicated in sub-national elections. Turnouts in local, devolved or EU elections in the UK are typically about half those
achieved in general elections. Figure 2.1u shows that about one-third of UK electors tend to vote in European parliament elections, and
again highlights a clear difference in turnout between the UK and other European democracies. Once more, while the gap between the UK
and the average EU turnout has narrowed over time, this has not resulted from any significant increase in levels of electoral participation in
the UK. Rather, the graph shows a decline in the average EU turnout, much of which is accounted for by the low turnouts among the
Eastern European states which joined the EU after 2004. Similar patterns are evident in relation to sub-national elections (see Section
3.3.2 for further discussion).

Figure 2.1u: Turnout in European parliament elections, 1979-2009
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Source: Mellows-Facer et al. (2004, p. 12); European Parliament (2011).

Falling turnouts in the UK are therefore part of a wider trend towards declining electoral participation in established democracies (which are
bucked only by the handful of countries which have adopted compulsory voting). Nonetheless, as we have seen, the fall in general election
turnout in the UK has tended to be sharper than in most other established democracies, and this decline has occurred from a relatively low
base. As such, the dramatic drop in electoral participation in the UK during the 2000s must be regarded as a matter of genuine concern.

A significant body of academic research has emerged which seeks to identify the factors influencing turnout, while politicians, civil servants
and campaigners have made various proposals for initiatives which could reverse the decline in electoral participation.

Political scientists have identified a number of factors which are likely to be responsible for this decline in turnout (Denver, 2007; Heath,
2007; Pattie and Johnston, 2009). These factors include: a generalised loss of faith in representative democracy; a declining sense of civic
duty about voting; falling levels of voter identification with political parties; and increased ideological convergence in the party system. All of
these trends are apparent in the UK context. The British Social Attitudes survey shows a clear fall from 1991 to 2008 in the percentage of
respondents saying that 'it is everyone's duty to vote' and a steady rise in those saying that 'it's not really worth voting' (see Figure 2.1v).
The same source suggests that the proportion of voters who feel they are closer to one political party than the others has fallen over the
same period, from one-half to one-third.

Figure 2.1v: Attitudes towards voting and identification with any political party, 1991-2008

Source: British Social Attitudes.

Within the context of the overall decline in turnout, there is also growing evidence of greater differentials in electoral participation among
voters from different social groups. The two most obvious factors influencing whether people vote are age and social class. Surveys
conducted since the 1970s have consistently demonstrated higher levels of abstention among younger voters, while more recent surveys
have found that those in professional and managerial occupations are significantly more likely to voter than those in manual occupations
(Denver, 2007). Turnouts among different ethnic groups also vary significantly, with white British voters far more likely to vote than
members of most ethnic minorities. While there is no significant gender divide, men are marginally more likely to vote than women (Ipsos
MORI, 2005).

Surveys conducted during the last four general elections by the polling agency Ipsos MORI suggest that differences in turnout between
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different social groups is widening. Whereas turnout among those aged 65 and above was 28 percentage points higher than among those
aged 18-24 in 1997, this differential had increased to 38 percentage points by 2005 (although a notable increase in turnout among younger
voters served to reduce the gap to 32 points in 2010). Similarly, the difference in turnout between those in social classes AB and those in
classes DE rose steadily from 13 to 19 percentage points in the period from 1997 to 2010.

Table 2.1d: Estimated turnout in general elections by social group, 1997-2010

 1997 2001 2005 2010

TOTAL 71 59 61 65

Gender

Male 72 61 62 66

Female 70 58 61 64

Age

18–24 51 39 37 44

25–34 64 46 48 55

35–44 73 59 61 66

45–54 79 65 64 69

55–64 80 69 71 73

65+ 79 70 75 76

Social class

AB 79 68 70 76

C1 75 60 62 66

C2 69 56 57 58

DE 66 53 54 57

Ethnicity

White  60 62 n/a

Ethnic minority  47 47 n/a

Sources: Ipsos Mori (2010); Ipsos Mori (1997); Electoral Commission (2005).

Efforts to reverse the pattern in declining turnout in UK elections since 1997 have not shown much evidence of success. The approach
taken by Labour after 1997 was to promote new forms of 'remote’ voting, essentially on the assumption that modernising elections to make
voting more convenient would help to reverse the trend of declining electoral participation. However there was little or no research
evidence to support this conclusion. Measures such as 'postal voting on demand’ and experiments with various forms of electronic voting
therefore unsurprisingly failed to demonstrate any potential to increase turnout. Rather, it would appear that remote voting mostly serves to
provide a wider range of choices about how to vote to those electors who would almost certainly have voted anyway (Wilks-Heeg, 2008). If
turnout in UK elections is to be increased, a much more far-reaching set of changes to the political system are likely to be required.

How far are the election results accepted by all political forces in the country and outside?

The results of elections in the UK are rarely, if ever, called into question. With a tiny number of exceptions, election results tend to be
universally accepted by the candidates and political parties contesting them. Thus, the principal legal mechanism for contesting an election
outcome in a constituency - the election petition - is now rarely used, particularly compared to the mid-nineteenth century. Whereas election
petitions were issued after every general election from 1832 to 1910, including 122 petitions following the 1852 election alone, three-
quarters of post-war elections have seen no petitions issued and no general election since December 1910 has resulted in more than two
constituency outcomes being challenged in this way (Rallings and Thrasher, 2009, p. 245). Meanwhile, electoral observation missions, first
permitted at a UK general election in 2005, have not prompted international bodies or observers to question the validity of electoral
outcomes (OSCE/Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights, 2005; OSCE/Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights,
2010: Royal Commonwealth Society/Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, 2010).
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2010: Royal Commonwealth Society/Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, 2010).

However, while election results in the UK are widely accepted, the developments highlighted in Section 2.1.2, relating to the strain being
placed on systems of electoral administration and evidence of electoral fraud, do highlight some grounds for concern. The potential for
fraud in UK elections is now clear and, even if it remains isolated, raises the spectre of very tight electoral outcomes being subject to the
influence of organised malpractice. Indeed, following the 2010 general election, Conservative Party chair Baroness Warsi suggested, in an
interview with the New Statesman (2010), that the outcome of the election in at least three seats had been determined by fraud and that the
Conservatives may have been denied a majority as a result. 

While there is no evidence at all to support Baroness Warsi's claims, the fact that a senior UK politician should make such a claim suggests
that the presence of at least a degree of fraud at UK elections is now widely accepted idea. Such implicit acceptance is also reflected in the
coalition government's Programme for Government which states: 'We will reduce electoral fraud by speeding up the implementation of
individual voter registration' (HM Government, 2010, p. 27). A significant proportion of the UK population would also appear to share this
view that electoral fraud represents a genuine problem. Figure 2.1w presents evidence from regular public opinion research carried out by
the Electoral Commission since 2003. While the proportion of respondents who regard electoral fraud as a problem clearly fluctuates, the
Commission's surveys point to anywhere between one-quarter and one-half of the population regarding electoral fraud as a 'big' or 'fairly
big' problem from 2003 to 2010. Moreover, while public concern appeared to peak in 2005 (the year of the Birmingham judgment cited in
Section 2.1.2), the figures for 2010 suggest that there has been no straightforward revival in public confidence that elections are free from
fraud as a result of the reforms introduced in 2006.

Figure 2.1w: Public perception of the extent to which electoral fraud represents a problem, 2003-2010

Source: ICM/the Electoral Commission (2011, p. 12).

While election petitions have become extremely rare as a means of challenging general election results, the outcome of the 2010 contest in
the Oldham East and Saddleworth constituency was successfully challenged in this way by the defeated Liberal Democrat candidate,
Elwyn Watkins. In November 2010, an election court upheld Watkins’ complaint that the winning candidate, Labour’s Phil Woolas, had
made false statements about him during the campaign (Woolas had issued leaflets alleging that Watkins had sought the support of Muslim
extremists and had received illegal payments from an overseas donor). The court found Woolas guilty of 'the illegal practice of making a
false statement about a candidate under Section 106 of the Representation of the People Act 1983’, declaring the result void and triggering
a by-election (White, 2010, p. 3). Although Watkins was defeated at the by-election by Debbie Abrahams (Labour), the judgment effectively
sets a precedent for future results to be challenged in this way and is therefore likely to make future election candidates more cautious
about any claims they make against their opponents.
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Conclusion

As with our previous Audits, this section has raised some serious concerns about the extent to which elections give the people control over
governments and their policies in the UK. As we note, the UK political system still affords significant political roles to appointees, while the
electoral system continues to produce disproportional results in which voter preferences are mistranslated into seats in the House of
Commons. Neither are we able to point to much evidence of elections producing a more socially representative parliament. While the
increase in the number of MPs from an ethnic minority background at the 2010 general election is encouraging, progress in moving towards
a more equal gender balance in the House of Commons has clearly stalled since 1997. Nor are there many encouraging signs in relation to
electoral participation - the lowest post-war general election turnouts have all been recorded since 1997, and levels of electoral registration
also appear to have slumped.   

Our 2011 Audit also points to a number of emerging, or previously unidentified, concerns. In particular, we have identified clear problems
associated with the basic mechanics of UK elections, as well as concerns about the guaranteeing of electoral integrity. We would concur
with the views of the AEA and the Electoral Commission that urgent measures are required to ensure that electoral administration in the UK
remains 'fit for purpose'. We would also endorse the views of the team of election observers from Commonwealth countries who noted that,
while a culture of trust and honesty had been a 'sufficient anchor' for past UK elections, there are now clear grounds for adding additional
controls on the basis that  'while the system is not corrupted it is certainly corruptible' (RCS/CPA, 2010).

Finally, it is important to consider all of the findings above in relation to some of the overarching concerns identified in this Audit - widening
political and social inequality, and evidence of growing corporate power. That electoral participation is not declining equally among all
social groups comes as no surprise given the growing gap between social classes across all forms of political participation which we chart
in Section 3.2. Rather more difficult to measure, but just as fundamental, is our concern that broader changes in UK politics have served to
reduce the scope of elections to give people control over governments and their policies. Democratic elections are rooted in the principle
that 'everyone counts for one and none for more than one’ (Beetham, 2011). Not only does the evidence presented in this section highlight
doubts about whether the UK’s electoral system realises this in practice, but our broader analysis suggests that power in the political
process increasingly resides with elites rather than with electors.
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