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B r ie fin g p a p e r 11.10

Im m ig r a tio n a n d th e U K V o tin g S y s t e m

S u m m a r y

1. T he right o f all C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s to v o te in all B ritis h electio n s is an

an achro n is m that s ho u ld be rem o v ed. It dev alu es the co n cep t o f citiz en s hip w hich the

go v ern m en t is s eek in g to en co u rage. Fu rther, it co u ld n o w en fran chis e ap p ro x im ately a

m illio n n o n -B ritis h citiz en s, thu s hav in g a s ign ifican t im p act o n the o u tco m e o f a clo s e

electio n .

2. Des p ite the en actm en t o f the E lecto ral Adm in is tratio n Act o f 2006 , check s o n the right

to v o te in B ritain rem ain v irtu ally n o n -ex is ten t. In p articu lar, there are n o check s o n

n atio n ality o r im m igratio n s tatu s . G iv en the m as s iv e in creas e in the im m igran t p o p u latio n

in recen t y ears, this has beco m e an im p o rtan t is s u e – ex acerbated by the en co u ragem en t

o f p o s tal v o tin g.

3 . W e reco m m en d that, in fu tu re, the right to v o te in B ritis h gen eral electio n s s ho u ld be

co n fin ed to citiz en s o f the U K an d tho s e co u n tries that o ffer recip ro cal v o tin g rights,

n am ely the Rep u blic o f Irelan d an d certain W es t In dian co u n tries . Pro o f o f citiz en s hip

s ho u ld be req u ired o n firs t regis tratio n o n the E lecto ral Ro ll. T he right to v o te in lo cal

electio n s s ho u ld be co n fin ed to citiz en s o f the s am e co u n tries p lu s tho s e o f the E U w here

there are recip ro cal v o tin g rights in lo cal electio n s .

W h o h a s th e R ig h t to V o te in B r ita in ?

4. B ritis h electo ral law p ro v ides fo r the citiz en s o f n early fifty C o m m o n w ealth co u n tries,

B ritis h Dep en den t T errito ries, an d the Rep u blic o f Irelan d to v o te in bo th lo cal a n d

gen eral electio n s in the U K . T he Rep res en tatio n o f the Peo p le Act, 1918, p ro v ided

that o n ly B ritis h s u bjects  co u ld regis ter as electo rs . Ho w ev er, the term “ B ritis h

s u bject” in clu ded an y p ers o n w ho , at that tim e, o w ed allegian ce to the C ro w n ,

regardles s  o f the cro w n territo r y in w hich they w ere bo rn . T his in clu ded

C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s an d has n ev er been rev is ed.

5. E n titlem en t to v o te in gen eral electio n s is recip ro cated fo r U K citiz en s o n ly in the

Rep u blic o f Irelan d an d a s m all n u m ber o f (m ain ly W es t In dian ) co u n tries : An tigu a &

B arbu da; Do m in ica; G ren ada; G u y an a; Jam aica; M au ritiu s ; S t. L u cia an d S t. V in cen t

& T he G ren adin es .
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6 . C itiz en s o f o ther E U co u n tries m ay v o te in E u ro p ean Parliam en tar y an d L o cal

electio n s bu t n o t  in gen eral electio n s . T here are recip ro cal arran gem en ts  fo r B ritis h

citiz en s res iden t in o ther E U co u n tries to v o te in lo cal electio n s .

L e g a l m ig r a n ts

7. As a m atter o f p rin cip le, the right to v o te in gen eral electio n s s ho u ld n o t be co n ferred

u p o n n o n - citiz en s . T o do s o s erio u s ly w eak en s the co n cep t o f citiz en s hip w hich the

G o v ern m en t is s eek in g to en co u rage.

8. Fu rtherm o re, the s cale o f this ex ten s io n o f the fran chis e is n o w co n s iderable. Data o n

In tern atio n al M igratio n an d the U K p ro v ided to the O E C D
1
 in dicates that there w ere

3 ,3 53 ,000 fo reign citiz en s liv in g in the U K in 2006 . O f thes e 1,057,000 are fro m n am ed

C o m m o n w ealth co u n tries
2
an d w e es tim ate that a fu rther 105,000 are fro m o ther

C o m m o n w ealth co u n tries
3
m ak in g a to tal o f 1,16 2,000 C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s o n the

U K .

9. S o m e o f this to tal w ill be children . C hildren u n der 18 m ak e u p 22% o f the U K

p o p u latio n
 4
bu t it is lik ely that they w ill m ak e u p a s m aller p ro p o rtio n o f the p o p u latio n o f

fo reign citiz en s . T he in tern atio n al m igratio n s tatis tics
5
 in dicate that u n der 5% o f n et

m igratio n is o f children u n der 15. M igran ts  can n o t acq u ire citiz en s hip u n til 5 y ears  after

their arriv al in the U K s o fo reign citiz en s hip w ill be w eighted heav ily to w ards recen t

arriv als . It is lik ely therefo re that children w ho are fo reign citiz en s w ill co m p ris e les s  than

15% o f the to tal p o p u latio n o f fo reign citiz en s leav in g a p o p u latio n o f n early a m illio n

(988,000) adu lt C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s in the U K . T hey w ill hav e the right to v o te in

B ritis h electio n s s im p ly by v irtu e o f their C o m m o n w ealth o rigin s .

10. T he n u m ber o f B ritis h C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s in the U K has ris en rap idly in recen t

y ears  driv en by the v er y high lev els  o f im m igratio n . In the 4 y ears  betw een 2002 an d

2006 their n u m bers in creas ed by abo u t a third
 6
. T he p o ten tial in flu en ce o f

C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s o n B ritis h electio n s is therefo re rap idly gro w in g in s ign ifican ce.

11. T his s itu atio n is n o t o n ly in eq u itable, bu t als o illo gical. It ex ten ds the fran chis e to a

large n u m ber o f in div idu als  w ho s e allegian ce lies in s tates o ther than the U n ited

1
In tern atio n al M igratio n an d the U K Rep o rt o f the U n ited K in gdo m C o rres p o n den t to the O E C D 2006

Pro f. Jo hn S alt M igratio n Res earch U n it Dep artm en t o f G eo grap hy U n iv ers ity C o llege L o n do n .
2
Ibid – table 4.1 c) L iv in g in the U K by citiz en s hip an d s ex . (W e hav e in clu ded Zim babw e in the to tals

altho u gh it is cu rren tly n o t a C o m m o n w ealth m em ber)
3
T able 4.1c) gro u p s s m aller co u n tries to gether. T here are 135,000 citiz en s o f ‘O ther African ’ co u n tries

(w hich w ill in clu de 8 co m m o n w ealth co u n tries – B o ts w an a, C am ero o n , G am bia, M alaw i,

M o z am biq u e, Nam ibia, S ierra L eo n e, T an z an ia an d Zam bia) – w e hav e as s u m ed 45,000 (a third) w ill

be C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s . T he table lis ts  116 ,000 citiz en s fro m the Am ericas ap art fro m U S , C an ada

an d Jam aica). W e hav e as s u m ed that 3 0,000 o f these w ill be fro m the C aribbean C o m m o n w ealth (T his

is tw o -thirds o f the n u m ber o f Jam aican s . In 2001 there w ere 146 ,000 Jam aican bo rn res iden ts  o f the

U K an d 107,000 fro m the C aribbean an d W es t In dies s o w e hav e u s ed a s im ilar ratio fo r citiz en s hip ).

Fin ally the rep o rt lis ts  3 6 ,000 ‘O ther Asia’ citiz en s an d w e hav e as s u m ed that m o s t o f thes e, 3 0,000,

w ill be fro m S in gap o re. (T he rep o rt lis ts  3 5,000 citiz en s o f M alay s ia an d in 2001 the n u m ber o f U K

res iden ts  bo rn in M alay sia an d S in gap o re w ere 46 ,000 an d 3 7,000 res p ectiv ely – s o w e hav e again u s ed

this as an ap p ro x im ate citiz en s hip ratio ).
4
O NS 2004-based p o p u latio n p ro jectio n s .

5
O NS In tern atio n al M igratio n S tatis tics – S eries M N3 1 table 2.9

6
S o u rce as n o te 1 – deriv ed fro m table 4.1a)
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K in gdo m . It is q u ite clearly an an achro n is m w hich, giv en the recen t s u s tain ed in creas e in

im m igratio n , is n o w p o ten tially s ign ifican t. It s ho u ld be rem o v ed as p art o f m o dern is in g

the B ritis h electo ral s y s tem .

W e a k n e s s e s in th e P r e s e n t S y s te m o f R e g is t r a tio n

12. Q u ite ap art fro m the 1 m illio n C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s w ho are cu rren tly en titled to

v o te, there are a n u m ber o f reas o n s w hy in eligible p eo p le m ight s eek to regis ter to v o te:

� T he p ers o n co m p letin g the fo rm m ay k n o w that he is in eligible to v o te, bu t
m ay s eek to get o n the Regis ter fo r the p u rp o s e o f o btain in g a credit card,

p ark in g p erm it etc as the Regis ter is u s ed by m an y o rgan is atio n s as a databas e

fo r v erify in g an ap p lican t’s addres s ;

� T he p ers o n co m p letin g the fo rm m ay lack the k n o w ledge, edu catio n o r
ex p ertis e to co m p lete the regis tratio n fo rm co rrectly leadin g, fo r ex am p le to

the in clu s io n o f children o n the E lecto ral Regis ter;

� T he p ers o n co m p letin g the fo rm m ay lack s u fficien t u n ders tan din g o f the
E n glis h lan gu age to co m p lete the fo rm co rrectly ;

� S o m eo n e m ay w is h to regis ter a fals e n am e in o rder to legitim is e a fals e
iden tity an d add a co v er fo r illegal activ ities, s u ch as ben efit frau d;

� Fals e n am es m ay be added to the Regis ter fo r the p u rp o s e o f ballo t riggin g.

13 . U n der the Rep res en tatio n o f the Peo p le Act 2000
7
, C o m m o n w ealth citiz en s req u irin g

leav e to en ter the U K m u s t hav e s u ch leav e befo re they q u alify fo r in clu s io n o n the

Regis ter, that is to s ay that their p res en ce m u s t be legal. Ho w ev er, the p res en t regis tratio n

s y s tem p ro v ides n o check that the ap p lican t is legally in B ritain , n o r that he o r s he is o f

the n atio n ality claim ed.

14. It is es s en tial to the in tegrity an d credibility o f dem o cracy in the U n ited K in gdo m

that there be p ro p er check s o n the legal eligibility to v o te o f tho s e p laced o n the E lecto ral

Regis ter, in clu din g a req u irem en t to p ro v ide p ro o f o f citiz en s hip . T his is an im p o rtan t

lacu n a w hich has y et to be addres s ed in the G o v ern m en t’s refo rm s o f the electo ral

s y s tem .

15. M ean w hile, the en co u ragem en t o f p o s tal v o tin g m ak es the s y s tem s till m o re

v u ln erable to abu s e. As C hris to p her L es lie M P, Parliam en tar y U n der S ecretar y o f S tate at

the Dep artm en t o f C o n s titu tio n al Affairs, has s aid; “ it is tru e that the regis tratio n s y s tem

is largely bas ed o n tru s t”
 8
. Pu blic co n fiden ce in the s ecu rity o f the regis tratio n s y s tem is

es s en tial to the driv e to s tren gthen p articip atio n in the U K ’s dem o cratic p ro ces s .

T h e R e c o m m e n d a tio n s o f th e E le c to r a l C o m m is s io n

16 .  In its  rep o rt o n the electo ral p ro ces s,V o tin g fo r  C h a n g e, o f Ju n e 2003 , the

in dep en den t E lecto ral C o m m is s io n s aid:

7
S ectio n 1(6 )

8
L etter fro m C hris to p her L es lie M P to S ir Patrick  C o r m ack  M P, 26 Ap ril 2004
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“ … the s ecu rity o f ex is tin g v o tin g m etho ds is to a co n s iderable ex ten t illu s o ry , s in ce it

dep en ds m o re o n the ho n es ty o f the v o ter than o n s y s tem atic m eas u res to p rev en t

frau d… E lectio n s m u s t n o t o n ly be fair, bu t be p erceiv ed to be fair to m ain tain p u blic

co n fiden ce in the s y s tem ” .

17. T he C o m m is s io n ’s cen tral reco m m en datio n o n this s u bject w as that the ex is tin g

s y s tem o f ho u s eho ld regis tratio n , a thro w back to the tim e w hen the fran chis e w as bas ed

o n p ro p erty o w n ers hip , s ho u ld be chan ged to o n e o f in div idu al regis tratio n :

“ In div idu al regis tratio n is v ital to s ecu rity becau s e it w ill allo w fo r the firs t tim e

in div idu al iden tifiers to be p ro v ided by ev er y v o ter – at m in im u m a s ign atu re an d date

o f birth.”
 9

T hes e reco m m en datio n s w ere rep eated in M ay 2005 in the E lecto ral C o m m is s io n

briefin g S e c u r in g th e V o te .

18. C heck s co u ld be m ade by E lecto ral Regis tratio n O fficers bu t as the E lecto ral

C o m m is s io n has p o in ted o u t, “ It w o u ld be difficu lt to decide o n w hat criteria thes e s ho u ld

be in s tigated an d m ade… if s u ch check s w ere do n e o n the bas is o f ap p earan ce o r the

s o u n d o f n am es, s u ch actio n co u ld w ell be deem ed to be racis t an d in breach o f the

law ”
 10
. A m o v e to in div idu al regis tratio n , co u p led w ith iden tifiers an d p ro o f o f

citiz en s hip , w o u ld be m o re tho ro u gh, m o re eq u itable an d eas ier to in tro du ce than s u ch

check s .

19. T his m o v e to in div idu al regis tratio n has s till n o t been im p lem en ted ho w ev er, des p ite

the en actm en t o f the E lecto ral Adm in is tratio n Act o f 2006 . T his Act w ill ev en tu ally

req u ire dates o f birth an d s ign atu res fo r p o s tal v o tes, bu t fo r n either regis tratio n n o r p o s tal

v o tes do es it req u ire ev iden ce o f Natio n al In s u ran ce n u m bers, p ho to grap hs o r an y p ro o f

o f citiz en s hip o r im m igratio n s tatu s . S ir Alis tair G raham , C hairm an o f the C o m m ittee o n

S tan dards in Pu blic L ife co m m en ted:

“ T he Dep artm en t fo r C o n s titu tio n al Affairs an d the E lecto ral C o m m is s io n m u s t s to p

bein g in den ial abo u t the threat p o s ed by electo ral frau d… A decis io n m u s t be m ade

n o w to im p lem en t in div idu al v o ter regis tratio n im m ediately fo llo w in g the n ex t

gen eral electio n , o r by 2010 at the lates t”
 11

20. T he Dep artm en t o f C o n s titu tio n al Affairs ex am in ed bu t did n o t im p lem en t the

ex p erien ce o f No rthern Irelan d, w here a s y s tem o f in div idu al v o ter regis tratio n has been

ado p ted. Peo p le w is hin g to v o te in the p ro v in ce m u s t n o w p ro v ide a n u m ber o f iden tifiers

in clu din g date o f birth, s ign atu re, Natio n al In s u ran ce n u m ber an d, at the p o llin g s tatio n ,

p ho to grap hic iden tificatio n . T hes e refo rm s w ere in tro du ced in the E lecto ral Frau d

(No rthern Irelan d) Act 2002, an d w ere p ro m p ted by the relatio n s hip betw een s ectarian

activ ity an d electo ral frau d. T here w as a redu ctio n o f s o m e 120,000 n am es (10%) o n the

firs t Regis ter co m p iled u n der the n ew s y s tem .

3
At p aragrap h 2.3

10
L etter to S ir Patrick C o r m ack M P fro m S am Y o u n ger, C hair m an , T he E lecto ral C o m m is s io n , 28 O cto ber

2003

11
 S u n day T im es Febru ar y 4, 2007.
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T h e E x te n t o f th e P r o b le m

21. It is o ften s aid that few cas es o f electo ral frau d ap p ear in the co u rts, bu t this is lik ely

to be becau s e n o check s are m ade an d, therefo re, n o ev iden ce ex p o s ed. In a w ritten

an s w er o f 9 M arch 2004, C hris to p her L es lie M P gav e a lis t o f the 20 co n s titu en cies w ith

the highes t n u m ber o f regis tered electo rs  lo s t fro m the Regis ter betw een 2001 an d 2003 .

O f the co n s titu en cy at the to p o f that lis t, B ren tfo rd an d Is lew o rth, the M in is ter adm itted

that the decreas e o f 15,486 p eo p le (18.6 %) in tw o y ears “ m ay be du e to the clean in g o f

the Regis ters, rather than actu al falls  in the n u m ber o f electo rs ” .

22. O n 7 Febru ar y 2004, T he Daily M ail p u blis hed an article rev ealin g that it had

s u cceeded in regis terin g a fictitio u s s tu den t, G u s T ro o bev (an an agram o f “ bo gu s v o ter” ),

in 31 E lecto ral Regis ters  an d to o btain a fu rther 9 bo gu s v o tes in the m o s t m argin al

co n s titu en cy in the co u n tr y . T he firs t 3 1 regis tratio n s had tak en o n ly a few ho u rs  an d n o

iden tificatio n had been req u ired by m o s t o f the lo cal au tho rities in v o lv ed.

23 . As there are cu rren tly n o check s o n the accu racy o f the electo ral regis ter, the n ew

E lecto ral Adm in is tratio n Act m ay n either deter n o r catch frau ds ters . As at p res en t, the

head o f ho u s eho ld w ill s im p ly s u p p ly the n am es o f tho s e liv in g at that addres s .

24. In the w o rds o f S ir Alis tair G raham :

“ It is tim e to en d the den ial an d co m p lacen cy abo u t the dan gers facin g o u r electo ral

s y s tem .”

R e c o m m e n d a tio n

25. W e reco m m en d that, in fu tu re, the right to v o te in gen eral electio n s in B ritain s ho u ld

be co n fin ed to citiz en s o f the U K an d o f tho s e co u n tries that recip ro cate. Pro o f o f

citiz en s hip s ho u ld be req u ired o n firs t regis tratio n o n the E lecto ral Ro ll. T his w o u ld

req u ire a m o v e to in div idu al regis tratio n , as the E lecto ral C o m m is s io n has reco m m en ded.

T he right to v o te in lo cal electio n s s ho u ld be co n fin ed to the citiz en s o f the s am e

co u n tries an d to citiz en s o f the E U w here there are recip ro cal rights  fo r lo cal electio n s .

12 Ap ril 2007


