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1. Background
a) The May 2015 local elections were combined with the elections to Parliament on 7 May 2015 together with full Parish Council Elections.   There have been no local authority or parish by-elections since the last review.  
b) Responsibility for the running each election was with the Chief Executive.
2. Poll Cards

a) As the combination of the local and Parliamentary elections was known well in advance it was possible to issue a combined poll card to electors.  Poll cards included a note regarding Parish council elections.  No individual cards were requested by any Parish Council. 
b) Poll cards were issued to both ordinary electors and postal voters on Thursday 2nd April 2015.  Specific poll cards were sent to electors who have not seen registered under the new IER (Individual Electoral Registration) system, advising them of the need to register under the new system if they required to vote by post or proxy at these elections.
c) The introduction of Individual Electoral Registration in June 2014 has made the registration process safer, however, registration is not guaranteed by the submission of an application for registration.  Applications may be made online but all applications are now subject to identity checks before an entry may be made in the register. This had the potential to create problems during the run up to the May 2015 elections and in particular on the last date for registration applications, twelve days before the election.  All electors registered up to the deadline were sent a poll card prior to the election. 

3. Postal Voting

a) All postal vote applications received by the deadline were acknowledged as received.  Those received after the deadline were acknowledged and the applicant informed that the application would either be processed for future elections or, if it related to the May elections, that the application was received too late.
b) The last date for postal vote applications was 5pm Tuesday 21 April and the main issue of postal votes took place on Wednesday 22 May.  As the majority of postal voters were eligible to vote in both the local and Parliamentary elections a combined postal vote pack was issued to 34,287 electors.  A separate pack was issued to postal voters in the parish council elections; around   4,000 single postal ballot packs were issued.
c) The Electoral Commission again produced its Code of Conduct for political parties on the handling of postal vote applications and postal ballot packs.  Whilst this is voluntary, it is agreed nationally with the main political parties.  This was circulated to all candidates, no particular issues relating to the mishandling of postal votes were reported at these polls.

d) All postal votes were opened, under secure conditions at the Central Library in Halifax with 100% check of postal vote security statements.  Postal vote opening sessions commenced on Monday 27 April and continued every day up to and including polling day. The final session was completed after the close of poll at around 2am for the Parliamentary elections and around 6am for the Local and Parish elections.  Candidates and agents etc are able to attend any or all of the sessions and some did attend.  Statute requires that the ballot papers are kept face down during the opening process. Ballot papers are not separated into candidates at this stage but the security statements are checked and the number of ballot papers received verified. The role of a scrutineer overseeing postal vote opening is to check that the process is being correctly undertaken. Secrecy requirements prevent any information, which may be obtained at postal vote opening, from being passed on before the poll is closed.
e) Some 30,134 local election postal votes were returned and processed, a response of 87.89%.  Of those postal votes returned 1405 (4.6%) were rejected and 28,729 postal votes were included in the Ward counts. Figures for postal vote return were similar in the Parliamentary election, 30,005 parliamentary election postal votes returned and processed, response of 87.95%.   Of those postal votes returned 1099 (3.6%) were rejected and 28,906 postal votes were included in the Constituency counts
(A schedule of postal vote figures (appendix A) and a breakdown of the reasons for rejection (appendix B) are attached).
f) Absent voting lists are available to candidates, these are provided using a web based system. Printed copies are also available to candidates upon receipt of a written request.
4. Polling Stations

a) The Council undertook its statutory review of polling districts and polling places in 2013.  Amendments to polling district boundaries were reflected in the February 2014 register and changes to polling districts and stations took effect from that date.

b) Following the 2013 review of polling districts and polling places the number of polling stations used at the elections was reduced to 121. Premises used as polling stations vary greatly as to the facilities they offer to voters, polling staff and tellers.   The majority have disabled access, however, there are 6 polling stations where access for disabled electors cannot be provided.  In each of these instances a note was included on the official poll card to warn electors of the lack of disabled access.  At some premises disabled access may not be via the main polling station entrance but signage, directing electors to the disabled entrance, is provided.  Those polling stations without disabled access are not suitable for the installation of temporary ramps.
c) At each election the Presiding Officer is asked to complete a survey of the polling station which takes account not only of access issues but also lighting, facilities, security, health & safety etc.  Polling stations are reviewed after each election and any feedback provided from members of the public, candidates, their agents and polling staff are taken into consideration.  Where changes to polling stations are necessary, for example, due to closure of existing premises, or where better alternatives are identified, these are agreed with Ward members at the earliest opportunity. Due to various circumstances, seven polling station changes were made this year.  
d) The Electoral Commission issued guidance on the maximum number of electors which should be allocated to polling stations and the ratio of polling staff to electors. All the polling stations in Calderdale complied with the Electoral Commission guidance.  At least two poll clerks were allocated to polling station holding parish elections. 
e) At the May polls ballot papers for the local and Parliamentary elections were placed in the same ballot box. A separate ballot box was provided for the parish election ballot papers.

f) There are five polling stations which cater for electors from two different polling districts – 

· Todmorden Town Hall – serves electors in the Todmorden Ward and the Central (QA) and Langfield (QE) Wards of Todmorden Town Council.  

· Hebden Bridge Town Hall – serves electors in the Calder Ward and the West End Ward (BC) of Hebden Royd Town Council and the Wadsworth (BD) Parish Council.

· Hebden Bridge Methodist Church – serves electors in the Calder Ward and the Blackshaw (BF) and Erringden (BH) Parish Councils.  

· Castle Hill Primary School, Todmorden – serves electors in the Calder Ward and two polling districts (BM) and (BN) of the Stoodley Ward of Todmorden Town Council.
 

· St Mary’s School, Mill Bank – serves electors in the Ryburn Ward and one polling district (MK) of the Soyland Ward of Ripponden Parish Council.  The second polling district (MA) is not within a parish council area.
g) Seven venues cater for two separate polling stations within the same building -
· Waring Green Community Centre, Brighouse – both stations serve electors in the Brighouse Ward.

· St Chad’s Primary School, Brighouse – one station serves electors in the Brighouse Ward, the second serves electors in the Hipperholme and Lightcliffe Ward.

· Carr Green School, Brighouse – one station serves electors in the Elland Ward, the second serves electors in the Rastrick Ward.

· Hope Baptist Church – both stations serve electors in the Calder Ward. One station also serves electors in the Fairfield Ward (BA) and the second the Birchcliffe Ward (BB) of Hebden Royd Town Council. 
· St John’s Parish Centre, Bradshaw – both stations serve electors in the (FC) polling district of the Illingworth and Mixenden Ward.  Two polling stations are provided as the electorate size exceeds the Electoral Commission guidance on the maximum number (2500) of electors who should be allocated to a single polling station. 

· Northowram Methodist Church – both stations serve electors in the Northowram and Shelf Ward.  One station serves electors in the Northowram Green (HA) polling district and the second the Back Clough (HB) polling district.   
· Ripponden Parish Community Centre – both stations serve electors in the Ryburn Ward.  One station also serves electors in the Ripponden Ward (MF) and the second the Soyland Ward (MJ) of Ripponden Parish Council.
h)   Guidance on tellers, issued to both candidates and polling station staff, was reviewed to ensure that there would be no misunderstanding over either their status, their access to the polling station or what can be expected of both tellers and polling station staff.  This was reflected in the training provided to polling station staff. 

5. The Count

a) The verification of all ballot boxes took place at North Bridge Leisure Centre followed with the Parliamentary Election count on Thursday 7 May.  The local and parish election counts were held in the afternoon on Friday the 8 May.  

b) The verification of ballot papers for the polls commenced at 22:00 on Thursday 7 May 2015.  The verification of the combined local and Parliamentary election ballot boxes took place in each of the 17 Wards.   Both sets of ballot papers within each box were verified before the next ballot box was opened.  The parish election ballot boxes were verified separately and any local election or Parliamentary ballot papers placed in the parish ballot box were passed to the appropriate Ward count and vice versa. 

c) Counts for the Parliamentary Election commenced at 02:00hrs on Friday 8 May.  The local and parish elections commenced at 14.00hrs on Friday 8 May.   There were no recounts in the local elections and all the results were declared by 4pm. 

d) The Parliamentary count was held by way of a series of mini-counts within each Ward and the results collated centrally.
6. Issues During the Election Period
a) A number of issues arose during the run up to the elections, which in some instances, had to be passed to West Yorkshire Police.  These included, for example, vandalised posters, fly posting, the removal of duly displayed election posters, the lack of imprints and the content of some election leaflets/posters. 
b) Information was provided by the Returning Officer in relation to fly posting and candidates/agents are also made aware of the Electoral Commission guidance for candidates, which explains the election process and has a section dealing with the election campaign.  
7. Working With Others

a) In administering any election the support of staff not only from within my own directorate but also from other directorates across the Council is crucial and their contribution to the continuing successful delivery of elections cannot be underestimated.  Members of the wider community also contribute greatly to the election process by manning polling stations and assisting at the count and their efforts are also greatly appreciated.

b) Many Service areas provide assistance to the Electoral Services team to ensure that arrangements for the election run smoothly.  The goodwill and helpfulness of staff within these Services must be recognised.  Particular mention must be given to the staff in IT, Transport Services, North Bridge Leisure Centre and Halifax Central Library.

c) Suppliers and contractors are an integral part of the organisation and successful delivery of any poll, in particular, the company providing printing services for poll cards, postal vote packs and ballot papers. Despite very short timescales the timely and proficient production of these printed materials it is testament to the professional approach of this supplier. 

d) Similarly Royal Mail has again demonstrated a high quality service working with Electoral Services to ensure the timely delivery and receipt of poll cards and postal ballot packs.

e) Close working with West Yorkshire Police over many years has ensured that voters are able to access the democratic process in a fair and proper manner; providing assistance on polling day; visiting polling stations; accompanying ballot boxes and postal votes to the count; attending the count itself and undertaking investigation where required.  I would like to express my thanks to them for their commitment throughout.

8. Getting There
a) In the 6 week election period Electoral Services staff worked a combined total of 804 additional hours over and above their normal working hours in order to ensure the effective and timely delivery of the elections.  Whilst working these additional hours is very tiring it is difficult in many instances to reduce the workload of the office itself by providing additional staffing resources.  The multitude of changes in legislation over recent years, including the introduction of Individual Electoral Registration has meant that the electoral knowledge of many, who may have had previous elections experience, is now outdated and consequently they are unable to deal with issues effectively with minimum input from Electoral Services.  A full time temporary clerk was appointed for 12 weeks prior to the election, without which the additional hours worked by the core team would have been exacerbated.  Additional experienced staff are, of course, drafted in to assist with specific tasks such as the issue and opening of postal votes and work on polling day and at the count and relevant training is provided to prior to each election. Due to the Parliamentary election count being held overnight, the core team worked almost 40 hours without an adequate break from Election Day through to the completion of the counts and clearing the Leisure Centre on Friday evening.   
b) Funding for the Parliamentary election is provided by Central Government.  This funding covers those costs which are purely attributable to the Parliamentary election, for example ballot papers, and a proportionate share of those which are considered to be costs shared with the local elections and the parish elections, such as the hire of polling stations.   Similarly the costs of the parish elections are recharged where appropriate. A combination of national and local elections will therefore show some savings in local election costs.  It must be borne in mind that current budget provision for local elections does not cover the actual cost of a full stand-alone election
c) Wherever possible the Returning Officer follows the Council’s procurement processes when acquiring goods and services for electoral administration.  However, there may be occasions, where time or availability of services is at a minimum, when it is not feasible for the procurement process to be followed.  There are special circumstances and timescales which, particularly in relation to printing services, require them to be sourced from specific companies.  As an example, it is common practice within the print industry to work to a slight tolerance.  In electoral printing terms this would be totally unacceptable.
d) Election work for electoral services staff does not finish with the declaration of the result.  A great deal of work still remains  to be done following an election -  payment of staff and premises, receipt of election expenses returns, secure storage of documentation, checking and arranging repair or replacement of polling booths and other elections equipment, and general clearing away and making ready for the next elections.  Accounts for the Parliamentary election have to be prepared and submitted in line with the timescales and guidance issued by Cabinet Office. Accounts for the Parish Elections have to be prepared so that invoices can be produced.
e) After the elections a variety of information is requested by the Electoral Commission, from statistics on the election itself to financial information on the way that the Council funds elections.  Much of this information is not readily available in the format requested and, although it is accepted that the Electoral Commission has its own reporting schedule to comply with, often the timescales placed on the supply of information is unrealistic.

9. Action after the 2014 Review

a)   
Improvements were made to the download facility of the web based postal    and proxy voters list.  

b) A Household Notification Letter was be sent to all households in January/February showing those who were registered at that address.  The letter explained how to make an application for registration and how to update the information held on their household generally.  This proved very successful; the expected high volume of applications to register around the election period was controlled due to the timely mailing of the “HNL”. 
c)     Detailed guidance notes from the Electoral Commission regarding tellers were sent to every agent.  During the pre-election briefing with candidates and agents, candidates were informed that tellers may ask for an elector’s details or electoral number but may not mark a copy of the register outside the polling station.
d)     A reporting tool and information about electoral offences has been introduced on the Councils Web site.  This details Electoral Offences and provides ways to report illegal or suspicious activities. 

e)     A television was made available in the Shibden Room rest area to enable Candidates/agents to watch the Parliamentary election results as they unfolded.
10. Feedback in 2015
a) After each election a review is carried out by the Returning Officer and Electoral Services staff and issues raised are resolved, where possible, in advance of the following year’s elections.  This review also takes account of any issues raised during the election period by candidates, agents and voters.
b) Feedback has been sought from candidates in the Parliamentary, local and parish elections, agents, polling station staff, count staff, parish clerks and the Electoral Commission.

c) A breakdown of the points raised by candidates and agents, together with my comments, is attached at appendix C.

d) Additionally some stakeholders expressed their satisfaction with the level of service provided and this is also shown in appendix C.

e) A statistical summary of the feedback received from candidates and agents is attached at appendix D.

11.  Looking Ahead to 2016   
a) The revision of polling station staff training will continue to ensure all are aware of the need for consistency in the way that all polling stations in Calderdale are run.  Similarly the training provided to count supervisors will be reviewed to ensure that any “new” staff fully understand how the counts operate. 

b) With two combined polls taking place in May 2016, staffing levels at polling stations will be assessed, taking account of any Electoral Commission guidance and additional staffing provided where necessary. 
c) Where there are combined elections in future, a ballot box, suitably identified will be provided for each election at every station. 
d) The count venue layout and staffing numbers will be re-assessed to improve use of the space available.   The process for administering the admission to the count will also be reviewed. The count process itself will also be reviewed.
e) The revised register will be published on Monday 1 December although canvassing work will continue all year round.  
12. 
Issues for Consideration

Members are asked to consider whether they are content that the 2015 elections were administered in a fair and proper manner. 

13.      Financial Implications

None arising directly out of this report

14.       Recommendations

Members are asked to note the report reviewing the 2015 elections.

Merran McRae
Returning Officer

LC/ESU/RP1

14 September 2015
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