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GENERAL PURPOSES AND LICENSING COMMITTEE – 12 SEPTEMBER 2008  

CONSULTATION PAPER – WEEKEND VOTING 

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) has issued a consultation paper on the merits of 
moving the day of elections from Thursday to the weekend, and on the best 
way of dealing with this.   An extract is attached as Appendix 1 to this report.    
It may be viewed in its entirety at justice.gov.uk/docs/cp1308.pdf .   The 
closing date for responses is 26 September 2008. 

1.2 The consultation has been issued as part of the Government’s programme to 
invigorate democracy and give citizens the means to participate in decision-
making at every level. 

2. ISSUES RAISED

2.1 The consultation paper looks at – 

• Religious concerns
• Whether moving the day would impact on the security of elections
• The relationship between absent voting and election day
• To what extent other mechanisms for voting, for example “remote”

voting through postal votes or over the internet/telephone, or voting in
advance of polling day, would be acceptable alternatives to those for
whom weekend voting would present difficulties for religious or other
reasons

• What people perceive as the benefits and drawbacks of remote e-
voting

• Whether changing the election day to the weekend and/or the other
measures aimed at increasing the convenience of voting, would
incentivise non-voters to vote; and

• Whether any possible additional costs of weekend voting are
outweighed by any potential benefits.

2.2 The particular questions on which the Government is seeking responses are 
set out in Appendix 2.    Suggested responses have been included as the 
basis for discussion.   These have been prepared by the officers, and 
represent views largely from the point of view of the practical implications of 
administering an election.   Members of the Committee might well have 
different perspectives on some of these issues and members’ input and 
comments would be welcome. 
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2.3 Additional costs of a move to weekend voting are estimated at between £38 

and £58 million per national election, depending on whether elections are 
held on either a Saturday or Sunday or both.   The additional costs of local 
elections have not been estimated as the total overall spend on local 
elections is not available to the MoJ at this stage.  The consultation paper 
states that no resources are currently set aside for this purposes and “the 
impact of any new burdens on local authorities would need to be funded 
appropriately”. 

 
 
3. GENERAL VIEWS 
 
3.1 In summary, the officers’ views are that a move to weekend voting would not 

make a substantial difference to turnout and that the ongoing costs involved 
are difficult to justify.   A number of the ideas put forward in the consultation 
paper, for example early voting, remote voting, etc, could equally be applied 
to the current arrangements for voting on a Thursday to make voting easier 
for those who find it difficult to visit a polling station on a Thursday, without the 
need to move the voting day. 

 
3.2 There do not appear to be any convincing arguments in the consultation 

paper for a move to weekend elections.   Reference is made to convenience 
to the voter mentioned and an Electoral Commission’s report on voter 
engagement and young people.   However, the consultation paper mentions 
only in passing, at para 59, that other factors are relevant.   Many other 
research reports published since concerns arose at the decline in voter 
turnout have concluded that there are far more significant deterrents to voting 
than convenience of the voting arrangements.  These include -: 

 
• Voters feel that their vote will not make a difference 
• There is a lack of trust in politicians 
• Voters feel disengaged from politics – “they are all the same” 
 

This was borne out by this Council’s own survey conducted following the 
2007 District & Parish elections, which showed a high degree of satisfaction 
with the polling station arrangements and postal voting as an alternative, 
while those who did not vote cited “lack of confidence in candidates/they don’t 
make a difference” and “don’t know what the candidates’ policies are” as the 
main reasons for not voting. 

 
 
4. THE COUNCIL’S RESPONSE 
 
4.1 The consultation paper itself highlights the issues comprehensively and 

members are encouraged to read the extract attached at Appendix 1.   
Suggestions for detailed responses to each of the specific questions posed 
are set out in Appendix 2 as the basis for discussion by the Committee. 
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5. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 None arising from responding to the consultation paper.   However, it is clear 

that a move to weekend voting would have very considerable financial 
implications for all authorities managing elections in particular, and for all 
authorities with elected members as well, and for the taxpayer.    

 
 
6. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
6.1 None 
 
 
7. CRIME & DISORDER IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 None arising from responding to the consultation paper, but there might be  

implications if voting was moved to the weekend. 
 
 
8. EQUALITY & DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 
 
8.1 There would be implications for religious communities if there was a move to 

weekend voting. 
 
 
9. RECOMMENDATION: 
 
9.1 That the Committee agrees a response to the consultation paper. 
 
 
 
 
Further information:      Background papers: 
Rosemary Rutins      Published documents 
Democratic Services Manager 
Tel:  (023) 8028 5381 
e-mail:  rosemary.rutins@nfdc.gov.uk 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS AND SUGGESTED RESPONSES FOR 
DISCUSSION BY COMMITTEE 
 
 
 
1. Do you think polling day should be a weekday, a Saturday, a Sunday, or 

take place over both Saturday and Sunday? 
 

• It would be wrong to consider moving polling day as an issue in isolation.  The issue 
of increasing voter turnout should be reviewed in the broader strategic context of 
making the whole electoral process ‘fit for purpose’ in the 21st century.  This 
consultation paper is addressing the mechanics of voting whereas the main issue 
appears to be communities’ disengagement with the democratic process. 

• There is no evidence that moving polling day will improve turnout.  Making such a 
change is likely to replace one set of advantages and disadvantages with fresh ones 
which perhaps impact on different groups of electors 

• Voting at weekends presents additional administrative challenges and is a cause for 
concern in rural areas where alternatives to using church premises and village halls 
often do not exist.  Availability of staff at weekends is also a very important 
consideration. 

• The costs of moving to weekend voting are extremely high, and we do not consider 
that this cost can be justified for what might be a marginal increase in turnout 
(although we remain to be convinced that there would be any increase at all).    

 

2. Who would be affected by changing the voting day to a weekend and 
how? 

 
• Electors.  It is difficult to present a case that more people will be persuaded to vote if 

polling day is moved to the weekend.  Weekends are often reserved for 
personal/family activities and leisure and these voters may find it less convenient to 
vote at weekends.  For others, freedom from the pressure of work may make them 
more inclined to vote.  Importantly, though, is the impact on faith groups and how 
they could be accommodated in weekend voting. 

 
• Polling Stations/Count Centres.  The availability of many traditional rural polling 

stations in is a concern.  Churches and Church Halls will almost certainly be 
unavailable.  Village Halls can often have weekend bookings well in advance e.g. 
wedding receptions/local fetes and are unlikely to ‘un do’ confirmed reservations.   It 
is not possible to give lengthy notice of by-elections and, in particular, a ‘snap’ 
general election would cause significant difficulties.  We have very little choice of 
major venues for counts and it will be difficult to hire these at the weekend, which is 
the prime time for other activities. 

 
• Electoral Administrators.  There may be issues with some administrators and their 

faith placing them in conflict with weekend voting.  Additional costs are likely to be 
incurred through the need for IT systems and technical support staff to be operational 
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over a weekend.  Security staff may also be required at Council Offices which would 
otherwise have been closed. 

 
• Religious Groups.  There is likely to be an adverse impact on various faith groups if 

polling day is changed to either Saturday or Sunday.  Polling over both days would 
help in mitigating electors’ potential conflicts with religious observance – but this 
would be at significant extra cost. 

 
• Royal Mail.  Delivery of postal votes would be required on Saturday/Sunday with 

evening sweeps of mail centres necessary.  Additional post box collections on 
Sunday to maximise returns would be preferable. 

 
• Candidates might find it easier to canvass their supporters at weekends but this will 

not always be the case.  Availability of tellers could be impacted. 
 
• Polling/count staff.  Significant difficulties are expected with employing staff of 

adequate calibre at weekends.  These are dealt with in the response to Q7 below.  
Some will find working on a Saturday or Sunday would conflict with their religious 
beliefs.  

 
• Voting both days.  Ensuring that staff and premises are available for both Saturday 

and Sunday will present greater difficulties.  Arrangements for ensuring the overnight 
security of the used ballot papers will be a particular concern. 

 
 
 
3. Do you think that greater access to advance voting in polling stations 

should be made available alongside weekend voting?   Please explain 
why. 

• In principle, yes, particularly because of the religious observance implications.   
It is interesting to note that advance voting facilities are not available under 
the current arrangements for those who might not be able to vote in person at 
on the current voting day - they are obliged to make use of the absent voting 
arrangements.   However, advance voting would no doubt be an advantage to 
some and is an option that should be considered as part of a broader 
strategic review of electoral processes. 

  

 
4. Do you think that greater access to remote voting (whether through 

traditional postal voting or by electronic means) should be made 
available alongside weekend voting?   Should such arrangements be 
explored even if polling day were not moved to the weekend?   Please 
explain why. 

 
• It is hard to see what greater access there could be to postal voting.   Postal 

voting is already available on all, on application.    
• Electronic voting is supported as it is seen as an important additional 

convenient channel, provided security concerns, IT capacity issues nationally 
and the substantial costs issue are overcome (see fuller response to question 
5). 
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5. What do you perceive to be the benefits and the drawbacks of remote e-
voting? 

 
Benefits:   
• Convenience to the voter – they can vote at a time and place of their 

choice. 
• Might encourage greater participation amongst the younger age groups 

 
Drawbacks:   
• The pilots undertaken so far have proved extremely costly – there would 

have to be substantial reductions in costs (which might well be likely) 
before this could become cost-effective. 

• Pilots have shown concern at the capacity of the IT industry nationally to 
cope with e-voting across the country.   No doubt these would be 
addressed if the need arose and finance was available, but it remains a 
concern. 

• Security issues are likely to remain a concern – both from the point of 
view of the arrangements for providing appropriate security by way of pin 
numbers or passwords to voters to enable them to cast their votes on-line, 
and the security of the vote once cast. 

 
 
6. Should the Government pilot weekend voting before introducing it 

across the UK? 
 

• Yes, definitely. 
 
 
7. What other issues may arise if the polling day is moved to the weekend?   

What are the issues for 
  

• Resources 
• Polling station venues 
• Security 
• Administration of the election 

 
Resources 

• By the Government’s own estimates, moving to weekend voting will be 
extremely expensive.   While the Government does fund the direct 
cost of national elections, the implications of a change would be of 
such magnitude that there would be a need for additional permanent 
staff and the associated on-costs such as office accommodation.   
There would have to be funding of these to local authorities but there 
would be a large extra burden on the taxpayer as a result. 

 
Polling Station Venues 

• This has not been evaluated for New Forest District, but it is expected 
that a number of church or village halls (and one church) used as 
polling stations in the District would not be available at weekends, and 
particularly not on Sundays. 

 
• This might be offset to an extent by the possibility of using more 

school premises than at present, but smaller settlements with 
churches and church or village halls do not have a school.    
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• A choice would have to be made between discontinuing polling 
stations in some areas, and hiring mobile polling stations at 
considerable cost. 

 
Security 

• This would be a particular problem if polling stations were open 
onboth Saturday and Sunday.   Arrangements would have to be put in 
place to ensure the security of the ballot boxes and other election 
equipment overnight.  This is likely to be very costly. 

 
Administration of the election 

• The successful delivery of major elections relies greatly on support and 
co-operation from many Council employees, not just elections teams.   
The support comes from many areas – the wider democratic services 
team, secretaries, caretakers, ICT, customer services, and from senior 
and junior employees alike.  This support will not be as readily available at 
weekends.  This will have a significant impact.  

 
• Considerable difficulty is foreseen in recruiting polling staff of the required 

calibre at weekends.   It is common practice for local authorities (including 
New Forest District Council) to grant employees a day away from work 
without loss of pay to work on the election.  Many Council employees are 
likely to be unwilling to work at weekends, either at all, or without a 
substantially increased fee.   The employment of experienced local 
authority employees in roles such as Presiding Officers, Polling Station 
Inspectors and Count Supervisors is absolutely crucial to the successful 
delivery of elections.  

 
• There would also be implications for the recruitment of count staff.    We 

have experience of this with the European elections where it has been 
found very difficult to recruit sufficient staff for the counts on Sunday 
evenings.   Large sporting and other recreational events are held at 
weekends and, coupled with general reluctance to work at weekends, 
these have contributed to the difficulties.  

 
• There would be effects on the postal voting process and the times for 

delivery of postal votes.    
 
• If voting was moved to a weekend, it is doubtful that there would be a 

demand for voting hours to be 7.00 a.m. to 10.00 p.m.    These hours are 
intended to cater for people to vote en route to and from work.   Indeed, 
there might be some security concerns at certain polling stations located 
close to pubs or other places of entertainment, for the stations to be open 
until 10.00 p.m.   Shorter voting hours might be feasible. 

 
 
8. If weekend voting is introduced for local government elections, do you 

agree that the normal time for holding these elections should be moved 
from the first Thursday in May to the second weekend in May? 

 
 If not, please explain which weekend you believe it would be most 

appropriate for these elections to be held and why? 
 

• There is no objection to this proposal. 



 26

 
 
9. Are you aware of any barriers which prevent individuals from voting?  What 

are the issues and how can they be overcome? 
 

Sometimes barriers are perceived rather than real and are reflective of the 
current apathy and disengagement with democratic processes.    Moving polling 
day, by itself, does little to address the reasons why people choose not to vote. 
 
Other, more meaningful, issues to be considered might be: 
 

• The lack of information on candidates and what they stand for prevents 
informed choice, or any choice at all.   This is a consistent them of phone 
calls received by the electoral services team. 

 
• Postal voters who are going away for two weeks’ holiday complaint that 

the electoral timetable does not allow the issue of their ballot papers in 
time for them to cast their votes.   The option of a proxy vote, as an 
alternative, is not widely accepted as many voters wish to keep their votes 
secret. 

 
• The complexity of the postal vote documentation, which has, on the one 

hand, improved security of the postal voting process, but on the other has 
disadvantaged many of the people, such as the elderly, who prefer to vote 
by this method.     




