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Voting age

Summary
This note considers the issue of lowering the voting age and gives a brief overview of
discussions on the voting age in Parliament since 2000.

UK Parliamentary elections
The voting age for UK Parliamentary elections remains at 18 for the whole of the UK and
changes to the Parliamentary franchise are a reserved matter for the UK Parliament. The
current Government is opposed to lower the voting age for Parliamentary elections.

Local and devolved elections
England
The voting age for local elections in England, including mayoral and police and crime
commissioner elections, is 18. The UK Government has no plans to lower the voting age
for local elections in England.
Scotland
Scotland has lowered the voting age to 16 for local and devolved elections. This followed
the extension of the vote to 16- and 17-year-olds to allow them to take part in the 2014
referendum on Scottish independence. The law was subsequently changed in Scotland to
lower the voting age to 16. This applies to elections to the Scottish Parliament and local
government elections in Scotland.
Wales
The Wales Act 2017 gave the National Assembly for Wales and the Welsh Government
legislative competence for the administration of Assembly and local government elections
in Wales, including the franchise for those elections.
The National Assembly for Wales passed the Senedd and Elections (Wales) Act 2020 at the
end of 2019 and it received Royal Assent on 15 January 2020. It amended the law to
allow 16- and 17-year-olds to register to vote at Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament
elections held on or after 5 April 2021. The next scheduled elections are May 2021. The
Act also renames the National Assembly for Wales the Senedd Cymru or Welsh
Parliament. The new names took effect on 6 May 2020.
A Bill to allow 16- and 17-year-olds to vote in local government elections in Wales has
now also been passed. The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Bill was introduced to
the Senedd on 18 November 2019 and included provisions to lower the voting age for
local government elections in Wales. The Bill passed its final stage in a year later, on 18
November 2020. The next scheduled local council elections in Wales are in May 2022.
Police and Crime Commissioner elections are a reserved matter and the voting age
remains at 18 for PCC elections in Wales.
Northern Ireland
Elections in Northern Ireland are an excepted matter and remain the responsibility of UK
ministers in Westminster. The voting age is 18 for all election in Northern Ireland.
Party policy
The Labour Party, the SNP, the Liberal Democrats, Plaid Cymru, the Green Party, the
Alliance Party of Northern Ireland and Sinn Féin all support voting at 16 for all elections.
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Historically the Conservative Party has been opposed to reducing the voting age and the
Government currently has no plans to lower the voting age for local elections in England
or for Parliamentary elections.
However, a number of senior Conservatives, such as Baroness Morgan of Cotes and Sir
Peter Bottomley, now support votes at 16. In Scotland the reduction of the voting age for
local government and Scottish Parliamentary elections was passed with the support of the
Scottish Conservatives.
During the 2010-15 Parliament, the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee
produced a report on voter engagement. The committee did not take a view one way or
the other but the report, published in November 2014, called on the Coalition
Government to lead a national discussion on reducing the voting age and to allow the
House of Commons a free vote on the issue.
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1. Current position
Summary
At a UK Parliamentary election, you must be 18 years of age or older on
polling day and appear on the electoral register to vote.
The Parliamentary franchise, the entitlement to vote in UK Parliamentary
elections, is reserved to the UK Government. The voting age for UK
Parliamentary elections was last lowered in 1969, when it was reduced
from 21 to 18.
For local government elections in England and Northern Ireland the same
age restriction applies.
In Northern Ireland, voting rights are not a devolved matter. Voters must
be 18 years or older on polling day in order to vote in Assembly elections.
In Scotland and Wales responsibility for the franchise for local and
devolved elections has been devolved.
In Scotland the voting age is 16 years or older for local government and
Scottish Parliament elections. The voting age was first lowered first for
the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence. The following year
legislation was passed that permanently lowered the voting age for all
devolved and local elections in Scotland. The first election in which 16and 17-year-olds could vote were the Scottish Parliament election on 5
May 2016.
In Wales, the Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament lowered the age for
Assembly elections to 16 in 2019-20. The next scheduled Assembly
elections are May 2021. In November 2020 the Senedd also passed
legislation to reduce the age for local government elections to 16, with
the next scheduled local elections in Wales, in May 2022.

Overview
It is not currently Government policy to change the voting age for local
government elections in England or for UK Parliamentary elections.
Responsibility for the franchise for local elections and elections to
devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales is devolved.
Scotland has already reduced voting age for local and Scottish
Parliament elections to 16.
Wales has consulted on the issue and has lowered the voting age for
Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament elections due in 2021. The Welsh
Government has introduced legislation to reduce voting age for local
elections to 16.
Elections in Northern Ireland are an excepted matter and remain the
responsibility of UK ministers in Westminster.
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Party positions
The current Government have made it clear on a several occasions that
it has no plan to lower the voting age. 1
However, some prominent Conservative politicians, such as Sir Peter
Bottomley, Baroness Morgan of Cotes and Ruth Davidson support the
lowering of the voting age to 16. Writing in a 2016 pamphlet published
by the Tory Reform Group, Ruth Davidson spoke of the engagement of
16- and 17-year-olds during the referendum on Scottish independence:
Those in favour of the status quo argue that while the referendum
offered a clear, unambiguous choice, parliamentary elections
present a more muddied, multi-layered decision which require a
more mature electorate.
But having watched and debated in front of 16- and 17-year-olds
throughout the referendum, I have found myself unable to agree.
My position has changed. We deem 16-year olds adult enough to
join the army, to have sex, get married, leave home and work fulltime. The evidence of the referendum suggests that, clearly, they
are old enough to vote too. 2

In July 2018, the Electoral Reform Society published a new pamphlet on
the case for votes at 16 backed by the Tory Reform Group. The
pamphlet was timed to celebrate the 90th anniversary of the Equal
Franchise Act 1928 and contains contributions from some leading
Conservative politicians. 3 Baroness Morgan of Cotes, then an MP,
wrote:
We cannot now have elections in different parts of the United
Kingdom where 16- and 17-year-olds can vote and then other
elections where they cannot.
But the most patronising argument, which I suspect has been
recycled from the time of the Suffragettes, and which really
doesn’t stack up, is that 16- and 17-year-olds aren’t mature
enough to vote. Making such a sweeping generalisation on the
basis of no evidence whatsoever should be given no air time. 4

Sir Peter Bottomley made a similar point:
When I listen to students and apprentices at colleges in my
constituency, or to interns in my office, I do not think they are too
young to vote. They are impressive and sensible. They are capable
of making reasoned judgments. 5

Of the major political parties in the House of Commons, lowering the
voting age is now party policy for the Labour Party, the Scottish National
Party and the Liberal Democrats. The Greens also support the proposal,
as do several of the political parties in Northern Ireland, including the
Alliance Party of Northern Ireland and Sinn Féin.

1
2
3

4
5

See for example, PQ 8985, 5 February 2020
Tory Reform Group, Giving 16 and 17 Year Olds the Vote: The Tory Case, 2016
ERS press release, Conservatives ramp up calls for PM to back votes at 16, 10 July
2018
ERS, Civic Duty The Conservative Case for Votes at 16 & 17, p12
Ibid, p15
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The Liberal Democrats adopted the policy of reducing the voting age to
16 in their 2001 manifesto and this was reiterated in 2005. 6 In July
2007, the Liberal Democrats published a paper, Real Democracy for
Britain, which included 20 proposals to strengthen Britain’s democracy;
one of those proposals was to lower the voting age to 16. 7 Their
manifesto for the 2019 General Election again included a commitment
to votes at 16. 8
Early in 2014 Sadiq Khan, speaking as Labour’s shadow Justice
spokesman, committed the Labour Party to lowering the voting age if it
won the 2015 General Election. He linked it to increased citizenship
education to ensure young people had a better understanding of
democratic processes:
We need to improve the quality of citizenship education across
the board, helping raise the understanding of our democracy and
how it works, and aligning this with the ability to vote from the
age of…This isn't about politicising the classroom - it's about
educating our young people to give them the tools they need to
play an active role in shaping the public policy of the future. 9

The Labour Party’s 2019 General Election manifesto included the
commitment to give young people more of a say in their future by
reducing the voting age to 16. 10
The SNP’s 2019 manifesto said:
We trust our young people. That’s why we have extended the
franchise to 16 and 17-year-olds in Scottish Parliament and local
government elections. We believe that these young citizens have
the right to have their voice heard at Westminster too and will
back giving 16 and 17-year-olds a vote in all elections. 11

Scotland
In the Scottish independence referendum of 2014, 16- and 17-year-olds
were able to vote. The Edinburgh agreement, between the UK
Government and the Scottish Government, enabled the Scottish
Parliament to legislate for the referendum. Both Governments agreed
that the local government franchise should form the basis of the
referendum franchise and that the Scottish Parliament should be able to
determine the exact franchise. After a consultation, the Scottish
Government decided to extend the franchise on a temporary basis to
allow 16- and 17-year-olds to vote.
Following the referendum and the promise of devolution of further
powers, the Scottish Parliament was given the power, by means of a
section 30 order under the Scotland Act 1998, to legislate to reduce the
voting age in time for elections to the Parliament in 2016.

6
7
8
9

10
11

The Liberal Democrats: the real alternative, 2005
The Liberal Democrats: Real Democracy, 2007
Liberal Democrats, Plan for Britain’s Future: Fair Votes
Independent, Giving the vote to 16- and 17-year-olds is radical, but it's also right;

Society deems them responsible enough to pay taxes and get married, so why
shouldn't they have a democratic stake in the way the country is run? By Sadiq
Khan, 12 February 2014
Labour Party, The Future Is Ours - Youth Manifesto
SNP, Stronger for Scotland, p43
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The Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Act 2015 received
Royal Assent on 24 July 2015. The first Scottish Parliament election in
which 16- and 17-year-olds could vote were held in May 2016 and the
first local government election in May 2017.
There is more information in Section 3.
Wales
The Wales Act 2017 made provisions for the devolution of the local
government franchise and electoral arrangements for the National
Assembly for Wales. These were transferred formally in April 2018.
The Assembly is responsible for the franchise for its elections and the
Welsh Government is responsible for the franchise for local elections.
The National Assembly for Wales was renamed the Welsh
Parliament/Senedd Cymru from 6 May 2020.
The Welsh Government consulted twice on local government electoral
reform in Wales in 2017. The First Minister of Wales announced that
legislation to reduce the voting age to 16 for local government elections
would be introduced in the 2018-19 legislative programme. 12 The Local
Government and Elections (Wales) Bill was introduced in the Assembly
on 18 November 2019 and passed a year later on 28 November 2020.
The Llywydd must submit the Bill for Royal Assent four weeks after
passing its final Senedd stage.
In 2017, the Presiding Officer/Llywydd of the National Assembly for
Wales established an independent Expert Panel on Electoral Reform to
examine the number of Assembly Members, the voting system to be
used for Assembly elections and the voting age for Assembly elections.
The Expert Panel concluded that the minimum age for Assembly
elections should also be reduced to 16. 13
Following a consultation by the Assembly Commission, the Llywydd
announced that the first stage of Assembly reform would be to reduce
the voting age for Assembly elections to 16 and for the Assembly to be
renamed the Welsh Parliament/Senedd Cymru. 14 The Senedd and
Elections (Wales) Act 2020, which received Royal Assent on 15 January
2020, implemented these reforms. The Assembly was renamed on 6
May 2020 and 16- and 17-year-olds will be able to vote at the next
scheduled Welsh Parliament election in May 2021.
There is more information in Section 4.
Northern Ireland
Elections in Northern Ireland are an excepted matter and remain the
responsibility of UK ministers in Westminster.
In November 2012, the Northern Ireland Assembly supported a Private
Members' Business motion from Sinn Féin in favour of lowering the
12

13

14

NAW Record of Proceedings, Statement by the First Minister: The Legislative
Programme, 18 July 2018
National Assembly for Wales, The report of the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral
Reform, December 2017
National Assembly for Wales, Creating a Parliament fit for Wales, 18 July 2018
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voting age to 16. 15 The motion was opposed by the Democratic
Unionist Party. Sinn Féin supports lowering the voting age to 16 across
the whole island of Ireland. 16

1.1 Brief background to votes at 18
Historically the Conservative Party has generally opposed reducing the
voting age. Labour had been more open to the idea of reducing the
voting age. Its Youth Commission of 1959 had favoured reducing the
voting age but the 1959 Labour election manifesto only promised that it
would consider lowering the age after consulting other parties and no
commitment was include in the 1964 manifesto. 17
A reduced age limit of 20 on voting had been agreed by the Speaker’s
Conference on electoral reform in 1968. A previous Speaker’s
Conference, in 1944, had rejected any lowering of the voting age. 18
The 1968 Conference members had rejected reducing the voting age to
18 by 22 votes to 3 but approved the reduction to age 20 by 24 votes
to 1. As with other Speaker’s Conferences the report of the Conference
was in the form of letter from the Speaker to the Prime Minister with
recommendations. There were no transcript or report of the
proceedings. 19
Harold Wilson’s Labour Government introduced the 18-year voting age
after considering a separate recommendation from the Latey
Committee that the age of majority should be reduced from 21 to 18. 20
The Latey Committee was established by the Labour government to
consider the age of majority in England and Wales and it reported in
1967. It did not consider voting age as part of its deliberations, noting
the Speaker’s Conference was separately considering the issue. 21
When the Speaker’s Conference reported that it favoured reducing the
voting age to 20. Initially public opinion was in favour of no change:
The most…significant poll was taken in March 1968 after the
Speaker’s Conference had reported. When offered the option of a
voting age at 21, 20 or 18, 56% wanted the status quo; only a
quarter backed a change to 18, and another 17% accepted the
proposal of the Speaker’s conference. The lack of a public desire
for change was one of the central arguments used by opponents
of reforms both to the age of majority and voting age. 22

Cabinet discussed whether the voting age should mirror the age of
majority recommended by Latey. It could not agree in May 1968 and
15
16
17

18

19

20

21
22

Northern Ireland Assembly Official report, 6 November 2012
Lower voting age to 16 across Ireland - Kelly, 11 August 2017
Steven Fielding, The Labour Governments 1964-70: Volume 1, Labour and Cultural
change, 2003, p165 and 183
Steven Fielding, The Labour Governments 1964-70: Volume 1, Labour and Cultural
change, 2003, p183
Conference on Electoral Law, Final report: Letter dated 9 February 1968 from Mr
Speaker to the Prime Minister, Cmnd 3550
Conclusions on review of the law relating to parliamentary elections, Cmnd 3717,
July 1968
Ibid, p17
Adrian Bingham, ‘The last milestone’ on the journey to full adult suffrage? 50 years
of debates about the voting age, June 2019
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the disagreement was reportedly so intense that the Prime Minister
deferred a decision to a later meeting. Cabinet later agreed when
evidence was presented that the public now supported votes at 18,
although the Labour Chief Whip reported that only two-thirds of MPs
favoured the reduction. 23
The Conservative Party officially opposed the measure included in the

Representation of the People Act 1969 to reduced the voting age from
21 to 18. During the committee stage debate on clause 1, the clause
that would lower the age, an amendment was moved to lower the age
to 20 years of age. Conservative Members were given a free vote but
Labour Members were whipped to vote for 18. Quintin Hogg, the
Conservative spokesman, gave his position:
The question is where one must draw the line, a question which is
posed in the knowledge that one must draw the line somewhere,
and that it must essentially be a question of degree, and not of
principle, not of philosophy, but of practical judgment. 24

George Strauss, a senior Labour backbencher, had been a member of
the Speaker’s Conference. He moved the amendment at Committee
stage of the Bill to reduce the voting age to 20. He noted that the
Conference had considered fully the recommendations on the age of
majority by the Latey review and argued that the Speaker’s Conference
recommendation of a voting age of 20 should be accepted:
I suggest to the Committee that it should pay great attention to
the recommendations of Mr. Speaker's Conference for two
reasons. One is that it is an important constitutional body, an
important part of our Parliamentary set-up whose purpose is to
consider changes in our electoral system in a non-party
atmosphere. For that reason it has on it a large number of hon.
Members from all parties, and, therefore, any decision which is
arrived at by that body after due and full consideration should be
sympathetically considered and accepted by the House unless the
Government bring overwhelming reasons why the conference was
mistaken. They have not done so in this case. Moreover, I suggest
that special importance should be attached to the
recommendations of Mr. Speaker's Conference when its decisions
are unanimous, or nearly unanimous, as they were in this case.
Greater weight should be given to the conclusions of such a
conference when its members devote a long time and much
thought to the consideration of the problem put to them. It is
probably fair to say that they gave more attention to the problem
than could possibly be devoted to it by any member of the
Government. 25

The amendment was rejected by 275 to 121.

23

24
25

Steven Fielding, The Labour Governments 1964-70: Volume 1, Labour and Cultural
change, 2003, p184-5
HC Deb 26 November 1968, c430
HC Deb 26 November 1968, c309
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2. Calls for change
Summary
In recent years there has been pressure for a reduction in the voting age from 18 to
16.
Supporters of votes at 16 point out that people below 18 years old can work, must
pay tax, and can join the army, claim benefits, have sex, smoke, get married or leave
home without their parents’ permission, and say it is illogical to deny such people the
right to vote.
Opponents argue that some of these arguments are not fully thought through. Joining
the army and marriage below the age of 18 requires parental permission. The age at
which you can legally purchase cigarettes, alcohol and fireworks is 18 and the
Government recently announced proposals to ban anyone under 18 buying acids.
Opponents question whether 16- and 17-year-olds can be trusted with the vote if they
cannot be trusted to do these other things. 26
The Expert Panel established in 2017 by the National Assembly for Wales to consider
electoral reform for Assembly elections (see Section 4) considered how lower voting
age would fit with the ages at which other rights and responsibilities arise.
The panel concluded:
that the reality is that there is no single age at which a young person takes on all
the responsibilities and rights of an adult citizen. While comparisons between the
ages at which young people acquire rights and responsibilities, or start to exercise
those rights and responsibilities, may be relevant, we do not find them compelling
in making the case for or against a reduction in the voting age. 27

Children and Young People’s Unit - 2002
The Labour Government’s Children and Young People’s Unit produced a
report entitled Yvote?/Ynot? in July 2002 which examined the reasons
for falling turnout amongst young people. 28 This acknowledged calls for
a reduction in the voting age, but stated that it was not the Labour
Government’s policy to reduce it:
As far as lowering the voting age is concerned, it is clearly
necessary to decide at what minimum age most people are
sufficiently politically aware, mature, and independent to make up
their minds and choose between the various candidates standing
for election. On balance, Government takes the view that there is
more likely to be a higher percentage of people aged 18 who are
able to do this than at 16. In addition, 18 years of age is the most
common minimum age for voting throughout the world and in
the European Union. When this issue was last debated in the
26

27
28

LSE, Votes at 16: democracy experts respond to Ed Miliband’s proposal, September
2013, Democratic Audit summary of expert opinion gathered after Ed Miliband
announced the Labour Party supported lowering the voting age to 16.
The report of the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral Reform, December 2017, p187
Young people and politics: a report on the yvote?/ynot? project. Children and
Young People’s Unit. 2002
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House of Commons in December 1999, during the passage of the
Representation of the People Act 2000, an amendment to lower
the minimum age of voting from 18 to 16 was rejected by an
overwhelming majority. Nevertheless, the Government’s mind is
not closed on the issue and it would welcome public debate
about the merits or otherwise of lowering the voting age. 29

Votes at 16 campaign - 2003
The Votes at 16 campaign was launched in January 2003 by a coalition
of political parties, pressure groups and charities. An article in the
Guardian gave further details:
Votes at 16 is supported by Barnardos, the Children's Society,
YMCA England, National Youth Agency, National Children's
Bureau, Children's Rights Alliance for England, Liberal Democrats
Youth and Students, SNP, London Young Labour, Plaid Cymru,
National Union of Students, Article 12, Charter 88, UK Youth
Parliament, Children's Parliament in Scotland, British Youth
Council, Care Leaver's Association, National Black Youth Forum,
Electoral Reform Society and the Carnegie Young People's
Initiative. 30

The aims of the campaign are given on its website:
We want our political system to recognise the abilities of 16-year
olds. To properly include us in our society and show us the trust
and respect that society expects of us by giving us the right to
vote.
There are over 1.5 million 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK denied the
vote. We are a campaign made up of young people, organisations and
network of politicians across the UK.
We’re ready for Votes at 16 because it will:

•

engage 16- and 17-year-olds at the ballot who hold many
responsibilities in our society

•

empower 16- and 17-year-olds, through a democratic
right, to influence decisions that will define their future

•

inspire young people to get involved in our democracy.

The UK Youth Parliament is a supporter of the Votes at 16 coalition. 31

Electoral Commission review of the voting age 2003
The Electoral Commission was established in 2001. One of the
Commission’s statutory roles is to reports on how well elections were
run and make recommendations to improve future elections.
The Electoral Commission conducted a review of the voting age with a
period of public consultation over the summer of 2003. The review
reflected growing calls from a wide range of organisations to consider
lowering the voting age in order to promote participation in democracy
and to address the issue of disengagement particularly amongst the
young.
29
30
31

Ibid, p 53
New coalition bids for votes at 16, Guardian, 28 January 2003
UK Youth Parliament website
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The Commission published its findings in April 2004. 32 Although most
responses to its consultation paper supported a voting age of 16, more
general opinion polling had suggested strong support for keeping the
status quo. The Commission therefore recommended that:
The minimum age for all levels of voting in public elections in the
UK should remain at 18 years for the time being. 33

However, the Commission qualified its recommendation:
...circumstances may change the context significantly over the
next few years. In particular, citizenship teaching may improve the
social awareness and responsibility of young people. There may
also (perhaps partly in response to this) be a wider debate about
the general age of majority that can better inform consideration
of individual age-based rights. We propose further research on
the social and political awareness of those around age 18 with a
view to undertaking a further review of the minimum age for
electoral participation in the future.
The Electoral Commission would therefore expect to undertake a
further formal review of the minimum voting age within five to
seven years of this report. We would encourage the Government
to consider in the meantime initiating a wider review of the age of
majority, given the length of time that has passed since the last
one. 34

This role of making recommendations on electoral matters was
previously undertaken by the Home Office. The Howarth Working Party
on Electoral Procedures was the Home Office review of the 1997
General Election. It did not consider voting age:
We have no specific remit to consider franchise issues, which
cannot be considered to be electoral procedures. We have not
therefore looked at question of voting age... 35

The Power report - 2006
The Power Commission was funded by the Joseph Rowntree Reform
Trust to find out what was happening to British democracy and why
people were disengaged from politics. The Commission drew up a set of
proposals and recommendations to increase political participation and
presented these in a final report, Power to the People, published in
February 2006. 36 Recommendation 16 was to lower the voting and
candidacy age to 16 (with the exception of candidacy for the House of
Lords).
The Power Commission explained its recommendation:
Our own experience and evidence suggests that just as with the
wider population, when young people are faced with a genuine
opportunity to involve themselves in a meaningful process that
offers them a real chance of influence, they do so with
enthusiasm and with responsibility. We recognise that few people
32

33
34
35

36

Age of electoral majority: report and recommendations, Electoral Commission, April
2004
Ibid, p5
Ibid, p5
For background on the Howarth working party see Research Paper 99/94 , The

Representation of the People Bill
Power to the People, Power Commission, February 2006.
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take an interest in a sphere of life or an area from which they
have been deliberately excluded. Reducing the voting age to
sixteen would obviously be one way of reducing the extent of
such exclusion for many thousands of young people, and of
increasing the likelihood of their taking an interest, and taking
part, in political and democratic debate. 37

The report outlined the need to include young people in the political
process as early as possible in order to create a basis for greater political
engagement in later life. 38
In response to the suggestion that reducing the age of voting could
have an effect on the turnout at elections the Power report rejected this
argument:
We have also heard the claim that reducing the voting age to 16
will drive down turnout figures as the youngest age groups have
the lowest turnouts. This argument suggests that a significant
reform should be rejected on the grounds that its results may
embarrass politicians and reinforce the widespread view that the
party and electoral system are disliked. This cannot be accepted by
the Commission as an adequate reason to reject reform. 39

Citizenship education became a statutory subject within the National
Curriculum in 2002 for key stages 3 and 4 in England. Citizenship
education was introduced in part as a response to a widely held belief
that the public were becoming less and less interested in politics and
issues of governance, and more distrustful of political institutions and
politicians. 40
The authors of the Power report believed that citizenship education was
likely to be weakened because of the gap between key stage 4 and
voting. Those leaving school at 16 might have to wait 6 or 8 years
before they can cast their vote:
It is worth remembering that we enlist 16 years olds into the
armed forces and expect them to pay taxes if they are earning so
they should be able to participate in the selection of those who
govern them. We believe that any reform to encourage young
people to engage politically will be very severely limited in its
effectiveness while the current constitutional, party and electoral
arrangements remain in force. 41

Youth Citizenship Commission - 2007
On 3 July 2007 Prime Minister Gordon Brown delivered a statement to
the House of Commons on Constitutional Reform. 42 He said that as
part of wider debate on citizenship, the voting age should be
considered:

37
38
39
40

41
42

Ibid, p199
Ibid, p199-201
Ibid,p199-201
House of Commons Standard Note, SN/PC/4125, The Political Process and
Citizenship Education, 17 August 2006
Power to the People, Power Commission, February 2006, pp201
HC Deb 3 July 2007 c815-833
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Although the voting age has been 18 since 1969, it is right…to
examine, and hear from young people themselves, whether
lowering that age would increase participation. 43

The Green Paper, The Governance of Britain, stated that there would be
a Youth Citizenship Commission which would, amongst other things,
consider the voting age. 44
The Youth Citizenship Commission published its recommendations
following a consultation. It did not recommend a reduction in the voting
age, acknowledging that while the issue was a valid one for
consideration, the evidence it heard was based on a small sample and
not necessarily representative. The Chair of the YCC, Professor Jonathan
Tonge, summarised the Commission’s findings in his foreword to the
report:
It was important to the Commission that our response to the
consultation was made on an evidential basis. Arguments and
feelings were strong on both sides. The majority of respondents
favoured a change: over 300 of the responses were in favour of
lowering the voting age to 16. However, this is a relatively small
and not necessarily representative sample of the population. A
majority of 16- and 17-year-olds were in favour of lowering the
voting age in our segmented survey; whilst all categories from the
age of 18 upwards were opposed to change.
We have found that there is a real evidence gap on this issue.
Nevertheless, we make what we hope are constructive
recommendations based on the evidence that we have, although
we realise that these may not completely satisfy campaigners one
way or the other on this issue.
Most importantly, we think that while enfranchisement of 16- and
17-year-olds is a valid issue for consideration, it is not the key
component of any strategy for better engagement of young
people.

Political and Constitutional Reform Committee 2014
In the 2010-15 Parliament, the Political and Constitutional Reform
Committee, a predecessor committee to Public Administration and
Constitutional Affairs Committee, produced a report on voter
engagement.
The Committee did not take a view one way or the other but the report,
published in November 2014, called on the Coalition Government to
lead a national discussion on reducing the voting age and to allow the
House of Commons a free vote on the issue:
We have received a significant amount of evidence that extending
the franchise to 16- and 17-yea- olds could have a positive impact
not just on voter engagement for young people, but also on voter
engagement overall in the medium to long term. We as a
Committee take no view on whether the franchise should be
extended, but recommend that Parliament leads a national
discussion on this matter and that a motion on the issue is
brought forward in 2015 to allow the House of Commons a free
43
44
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vote on its view, with a view to the introduction of legislation if
appropriate. 45

A previous report on electoral law and administration by the Home
Affairs Committee in 1998 found briefly considered the franchise but
found that, “no great concern was expressed in the evidence we have
received over the extent of the franchise, i.e. who should be entitled to
vote in UK elections.” 46 It did however, make recommendations about
overseas voters and double registration.

The UK Youth Parliament
At the 2016 Youth Parliament’s (UKYP) sitting in the House of
Commons, MYPs voted in favour of making “Votes for 16- and 17-yearolds in all public elections” UK Youth Parliament’s national campaign
for 2017. 47
This was repeated at the 2017 sitting and votes for 16- and 17-year-olds
was again made the national campaign for 2018. 48
The UKYP has been campaigning for a number of years for the voting
age to be reduced. In its 2011/12 manifesto it stated, “We believe that
16- and 17-year-olds are long overdue the right to vote in public
elections in the UK”. 49
It argues, in common with many supporters, that 16- and 17-year-olds
years old can work, must pay tax, and can join the army, claim benefits,
have sex, smoke, get married or leave home without their parents’
permission and say it is illogical to deny such people the right to vote.

The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Votes at 16
In April 2019 the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Votes at 16
published a campaign report to mark the anniversary of its creation. The
APPG was founded in April 2018 and includes politicians from all sides
of the House of Commons that support the lowering of voting age
across the UK to 16 for all elections. 50
The report also highlighted work by academics on attitudes to lowering
the voting age. It suggests that support for votes at 16 among 16- and
17-year-olds is strong, with over 70% supporting the lowering of the
voting age. In over 18s, the younger age groups tend to support the
move. The older the age of the voter the higher the opposition to the
proposal, with the age at which more voters oppose than support the
proposal being 45. Support or opposition also varies based on other
characteristics. Overall opinion is split with 42% supporting a lowering
of the voting age and 40% opposing. 51

45
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47
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Voter engagement in the UK, Political and Constitutional Reform Committee fourth
report 2014-15, November 2014, p78
Home Affairs Committee, Electoral Law and Administration, HC 768 1997-98,
October 1998
United Kingdom Youth Parliament Debate, 11 November 2016, c63
UK Youth Parliament campaigns
UK Youth Parliament manifesto 2011/12
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3. Votes at 16 in Scotland
Summary
In the referendum on Scottish independence, held on 18 September 2014, 16- and 17year-olds were able to vote.
This followed an agreement between the Scottish and UK Governments to allow for a
legally binding referendum to be held in Scotland on the question of independence. In
that agreement, the governments agreed that it would be a matter for the Scottish
Parliament to determine the voting eligibility in the referendum.
The Scottish Parliament passed the required legislation, the Scottish Independence
Referendum (Franchise) Act 2013, which made provisions to register 16- and 17-yearolds and allow them to vote.
Following the referendum, agreement was reached on devolving further powers to the
Scottish Parliament. This included the power to permanently reduce the voting age in
Scotland for all devolved and local elections.
The Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Act 2013 was passed by the
Scottish Parliament and it received Royal Assent on 7 August 2013. The first elections
that 16- and 17-year-olds could vote in were the Scottish Parliament elections, held in
May 2016.

3.1 Referendum on independence for
Scotland
In the referendum on Scottish independence, held in September 2014,
16- and 17-year-olds could vote if they had registered. Section 2(1) of
the Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Act 2013 set out the
franchise for the referendum. 52
This followed a memorandum of agreement between the Scottish and
UK governments. The memorandum made provision for a Section 30
Order that enabled the Scottish Parliament to legislate for the
referendum, including the franchise to be used. 53
Both governments agreed that all those entitled to vote in Scottish
Parliament and local government elections in Scotland should be able to
vote in the referendum and that extending voting rights to 16- and 17year-olds was a matter for the Scottish Parliament.
The Scottish Government’s consultation on the referendum had set out
a proposal to extend the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds to vote and
the subsequent Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Bill made
provisions for this.

52
53

Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Act 2013

Agreement between the UK Government and the Scottish Government on a
referendum on independence for Scotland, 15 October 2012
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The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Scotland, David Mundell,
made a statement in the UK Parliament on the referendum agreement
and gave further details about the franchise:
Although both Governments agree that the basis of the franchise
will be that for the Scottish Parliament elections, the Scottish
Government have proposed to extend the franchise to allow 16and 17-year-olds to vote. It will be for them to make the case for
that change and to deal with the technical issues that may arise.
There is, of course, a range of opinions in this House about
changes to the voting age. However, having agreed the principle
that the Scottish Parliament should have the legal power to
legislate for the referendum—that it should be a referendum
“made in Scotland”—the Government accept that it should be for
the Scottish Parliament to determine the franchise. I fully expect
that the Scottish Government’s proposals will be debated robustly
in the Scottish Parliament. Any decision taken by the Scottish
Parliament for the referendum will not affect the voting age for
parliamentary and local government elections anywhere in the
United Kingdom. 54

Sir Gerald Howarth (Conservative) suggested that this would create a
precedent for other elections but David Mundell said that the UK
Government had no plans to change the voting age. 55 Ann McKechin
(Labour) sought assurances that 16- and 17-year-olds would be able to
register to vote in the same way as adults over the age of eighteen and
the Minister drew attention to some of the difficulties that would arise
from extending the franchise for the referendum:
As the hon. Lady knows, that is one of the significant complexities
that the Scottish Government will face if they bring forward their
proposals to allow 16- and 17-year-olds to vote. If they use the
current electoral register, they will essentially allow only those
who are 16 years and 10 months old to vote. If they wish all 16and 17-year-olds to vote, they will have to create their own
register, and that carries with it significant complexities. 56

To be able to vote in the referendum on Scottish independence a
person had to be on the electoral register for local government elections
in Scotland and be aged 16 or over.
The 2013 Franchise Act made provision for a separate electoral register
for young voters. Each Electoral Registration Officer in Scotland was
required to create and maintain a Register of Young Voters (RYV) and a
form was sent out to households to ascertain whether anyone resident
there was eligible to be on the RYV.
The Scottish Independence Referendum (Franchise) Bill was first
introduced in the Scottish Parliament on 11 March 2013 and the Bill
received Royal Assent on 7 August 2013. A page on the Scottish
Parliament’s website gives details of the proceedings on the Bill and
links to the debates. 57
The final number of 16- and 17-year-olds registered to vote in Scotland,
as of 18 September 2014, was 109,533; accounting for 2.6% of the
54
55
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total referendum electorate and equivalent to around 89% of all 16- to
17-year-olds resident in Scotland. 58

3.2 Scotland in the UK: an enduring
settlement
Following the independence referendum result, the UK Government
announced the establishment of the Smith Commission. This was to
convene all five of Scotland’s main political parties in discussions aimed
at reaching an agreement on which additional powers should be
devolved to the Scottish Parliament.
Although the running of local elections in Scotland was devolved, the
franchise for those elections had been reserved by the Scotland Act
1998.
This Commission published its report in November 2014 and
recommended that the Scottish Parliament should have the power to
make provisions for the conduct of its own elections, including extend
the vote to 16- and 17-year-olds, allowing them to vote in the 2016
Scottish Parliament election. 59
On 22 January 2015 the Government published a Command Paper,

Scotland in the United Kingdom: An enduring settlement which took
forward the Smith Commission Agreement. 60
However, the UK Government had already taken the first steps to
transfer the power to alter the franchise for Scottish elections to the
Scottish Parliament (see 3.3 below).

3.3 Reducing the voting age for local and
devolved elections
On 15 December 2014, David Cameron, then Prime Minister, confirmed
that Scotland would be given the power to permanently reduce the
voting age for local and Scottish Parliament elections. 61
A Section 30 Order, under the Scotland Act 1998, gave the Scottish
Parliament the power to extend the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds in
time for elections to the Scottish Parliament in 2016, and for local
government elections in Scotland in 2017. The Order transferring the
power took effect on 20 March 2015.
The Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Bill was introduced in
the Parliament on 2 April 2015. 62
The Policy Memorandum published by the Scottish Government to
accompany the Bill stated that the voting age would be lowered for any
58
59

60
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Scottish Independence Referendum 2014, Library Research Paper 14/50
Smith Commission, Report of the Smith Commission for further devolution of
powers to the Scottish Parliament, 27 November 2014
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David Cameron accepts Scottish Parliament votes at 16, BBC News, 15 December
2014
See the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) briefing, Scottish Elections
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other poll which used the Scottish local government franchise (for example,
elections for membership of a National Park authority). Arrangements
would also be put in place “in relation to the registration of 14 and 15year olds to ensure that they are able to vote in those elections as soon as
they attain the age of 16”. 63
On 18 June 2015, the Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Bill
was passed and received Royal Assent on 24 July 2015. 64 The first
election in which 16- and 17-year-olds could vote were the Scottish
Parliament election on 5 May 2016.
In Scotland, the Scottish Conservatives opposed the inclusion of 16- and
17-year-olds in the referendum on Scottish independence held in 2014.
However, when the Scottish Parliament debated legislation to
permanently reduce the voting age for local government and Scottish
Parliamentary elections the Scottish Conservatives supported the move
and the Bill was passed without a vote. 65
Ruth Davidson announced that she supported lowering the voting age.
Writing in September 2015 she said:
In the weeks following the [Scottish independence] referendum,
the debate has inevitably shifted onto whether the franchise
should now be extended to all other elections. Those in favour of
the status quo argue that while the referendum offered a clear,
unambiguous choice, parliamentary elections present a more
muddied, multi-layered decision which require a more mature
electorate.
But having watched and debated in front of 16- and 17-year-olds
throughout the referendum, I have found myself unable to agree.
My position has changed. We deem 16-year olds adult enough to
join the army, to have sex, get married, leave home and work fulltime. The evidence of the referendum suggests that, clearly, they
are old enough to vote too. 66

63
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Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age): Policy Memorandum, 2 April 2015
Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Act 2015
See the Stage 1 debate on the Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Bill
Giving 16- and 17-year-olds the vote: the Tory case, Tory Reform Group, 27
September 2015
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4. Votes at 16 in Wales
From 1 April 2018, powers were devolved to the National Assembly for
Wales and the Welsh Government for the conduct and administration
of local and Assembly elections. This includes the power to alter the
franchise for Assembly and local government elections. These powers
included renaming the National Assembly. From 6 May 2020 the
Assembly was renamed Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament.
Police and Crime Commissioner elections are a reserved matter and the
voting age will remain at 18 for PCC elections in Wales.
The Welsh Government had previously voiced support for the lowering
of the voting age. The National Assembly for Wales voted in 2013
expressing support for the votes at 16.
Legislation has now been passed to lower the voting age for Senedd
Cymru elections, due in May 2021. Legislation has also been passed by
the Senedd Cymru to lower the voting age to 16 for local council
election in Wales. The next scheduled elections are in May 2022.
Background
In 2015 a package of reforms was set out in the St David’s Day
Agreement between the main political parties in Wales.
The Secretary of State for Wales, Stephen Crabb, outlined the main
recommendations in the Agreement relating to elections:
The National Assembly should have the power to lower the voting
age to 16 for Assembly elections. The Assembly already has the
power to lower the voting age to 16 for a referendum on
devolving income tax powers.
All powers relating to Assembly and local government elections
should be devolved. This includes deciding the electoral system,
the number of constituencies, their boundaries, the timing of
elections and the conduct of the elections themselves. 67

The process culminated with the passing of the Wales Act 2017. 68
The National Assembly for Wales and the Welsh Government consulted
separately on electoral arrangements. Both considered the franchise and
voting age.

4.1 Local government franchise
In January 2017, the Welsh Government issued a consultation on local
government reform in Wales. 69 It covered cooperation between councils
and voluntary mergers, the role of councillors, the role of community
councils, and electoral arrangements.

67

68

69

Landmark funding announcement and new powers for Wales in St David’s Day
Agreement, Wales Office press release, 27 February 2015
The background of the process that led to the Wales Act is outlined in the Library
briefing produced in for Second Reading of the Wales Bill 2016-17
Welsh Government, White Paper: Reforming Local Government: Resilient and
Renewed, 31 January 2017
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As part of the consideration of electoral arrangements the Welsh
Government was seeking opinions on a number of measures. This
included reducing the voting age. Other measures included considering
an alternative voting method for election to councils and a single
electoral register for the whole of Wales.
The summary of responses was published in July 2017. 70 Of the
responses received relating to voting age, 25 of the 28 responses (89%)
supported lowering the voting age to 16. The main reason cited by the
summary was that it is a positive thing to promote interest and
participation in young people, and would “serve to breathe new life
into politics” 71
The then Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Local Government, Mark
Drakeford, then announced a second consultation specifically on
electoral reform for local government in Wales. 72 The consultation asked
respondents to state whether they agreed with the Welsh Government
that the voting age should be reduced. In the consultation the Welsh
Government argued that 16- and 17-year-olds are in a position to be
well informed and engaged in politics:
The case for enabling 16-year-olds to vote has been wellrehearsed. With most of the 16- and 17-year-old cohort these
days being in school, it makes them far more exposed to political
education of some sort than was the case in previous generations.
Use of social media and electronic media sites is high amongst this
age group and discussion of major political events is common.
Citizenship and political education are important parts of the
curriculum and learners currently have the opportunity to study
politics and current affairs through Personal and Social Education,
Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship
(ESDGC) and the new Welsh Baccalaureate. 73

The consultation also pointed out that the franchise for elections to the
Assembly is linked to the local government franchise. Extending the
local government register to include 16- and 17-year-olds would,
without changes to the current legislation, apply automatically to voting
at Assembly elections. The Welsh Government has said “It will, of
course, be for the Assembly to determine, if it so wishes, to remain
affixed to the local government register.”74
The summary of responses to the consultation was published in April
2018. Of those who responded there was strong support for lowering
the voting age in local elections to 16. Over two thirds agreed (68%)
with 31% disagreeing. 75
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On 18 July 2018, the then First Minister for Wales, Carwyn Jones AM,
announced the Welsh Government’s legislative programme for 201819. In that announcement he confirmed a local government Bill would
be introduced to reform local government electoral arrangements,
including a reduction of the voting age to 16. 76
The Bill would also include wider reforms would see local elections
move permanently to 5-year terms in Wales. 77 The next local councils in
Wales, which had been due in May 2021, had already been moved to
May 2022 to avoid a clash with the next scheduled Senedd Cymru
elections. 78
The Local Government and Elections (Wales) Bill was introduced in the
Senedd in November 2019. Stage 1 was agreed in Plenary on 8 April
2020. Stage 3, consideration of amendments from the Committee
Stage of the Bill, will be taken on 10 November 2020.

4.2 Franchise for National Assembly/Welsh
Parliament elections
On 10 October 2018, the National Assembly for Wales voted in favour
of allowing the Assembly Commission to introduce a Bill to lower the
voting age to 16.
In 2013, the Assembly had previously voted in favour of lowering the
voting age. This was before the new powers giving responsibility for its
own elections were transferred. The non-binding vote came about as an
amendment to a motion tabled by the Labour administration on
“promoting open, transparent and accountable local democracy and
the importance of encouraging greater diversity in Local Government.”
Amendment 7 to the motion, tabled by Aled Roberts of the Liberal
Democrats added to following to the motion:
Regrets that around 77,000 16 and 17 year olds in Wales are
currently denied the vote and believes that democratic
accountability would be strengthened by allowing 16 and 17 year
olds to vote in elections to local councils.

The amendment was carried 41 votes to 5, with 7 abstentions. The final
motion was carried 42 votes to 0 with 12 abstentions, with only
Conservative AMs abstaining.

Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral Reform
Following the passing of the Wales Act 2017, and in anticipation of the
power to take control of its own elections, the National Assembly
Llywydd and Assembly Commission set up an Expert Panel on Assembly
Electoral Reform.
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NAW Record of Proceedings, Statement by the First Minister: The Legislative
Programme, 18 July 2018
Welsh Government, Consultation document: Electoral Reform in Local Government
in Wales, July 2017, p29-30
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The Panel’s final report was published on 12 December 2017. It has
recommended that the minimum voting age for Assembly/Welsh
Parliament elections should be reduced to 16. 79
The franchise for National Assembly for Wales elections is currently tied
to the local government franchise. The Expert Panel noted that any
legislation brought forward by the Welsh Government in relation to the
local election franchise would be likely to sever the automatic link with
the Assembly franchise. In its view the Assembly should, as a matter of
principle, determine its own franchise in legislation for future elections
to the Welsh Parliament.
The Expert Panel considered the extent to which there is coherence or
consistency in the age thresholds for different rights and responsibilities
which apply in the UK. It concluded that the reality is that there is no
single age at which a young person takes on all the responsibilities and
rights of an adult citizen.
It also considered the available research on the potential impact on
turnout. It noted that studies were limited. In Austria, where 16- and
17-year-olds can vote in all elections, this age group was more likely to
turn out than those aged 18 to 21 but less likely than older voters. This
is similar to the experience so far in Scotland (see Section 5.2).
The Expert panel concluded that 16- and 17-year-olds were most likely
to engage with the democratic process if the extension of the right to
vote was combined with a targeted information campaign:
As few places have reduced the minimum voting age to 16,
evidence allowing these arguments to be tested remains limited.
However, what evidence there is tends to support the expectation
that 16- and 17-year-olds are indeed more likely to vote than 18
to 24-year-olds, if their enfranchisement is part of a package that
also includes the provision of information tailored specifically for
this age group. 80

The Expert Panel also considered whether extending the franchise to
include 16- and 17-year-olds could harm public confidence in the
Assembly, if there were insufficient public support for such a change.
An Assembly consultation for young people in 2014-15 showed over
half the respondents favoured lowering the voting age but opinion polls
about lowering the voting age have tended to show limited support in
older age groups. 81 However, the Expert Panel noted that the issue is
not of high importance to those adults surveyed. The Panel noted that
scrutiny of any proposals brought forward by the Welsh Government or
the Assembly would raise the profile of the issue in the near future.

Assembly consultation
The Assembly launched a consultation, Creating a Parliament for Wales,
which asked who should be able to vote in future Welsh Parliament
79
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Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral Reform, A Parliament that Works for Wales: The
report of the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral Reform, December 2017.
National Assembly for Wales, The report of the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral
Reform, December 2017
National Assembly for Wales research briefing, Lowering the Voting Age to Sixteen,
23 January 2018
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elections. 82 In July the National Assembly published a summary of the
responses.
On the question of minimum voting age, 1,530 responses were
received. Of those, 59% favoured votes at 16 and 39% favoured
leaving the voting age at 18. Of the responses received from those
under the age of 18, over 80% favoured lowering the voting age to
16. 83
The consultation also asked whether people thought the franchise for
the Welsh Parliament and Welsh local government elections should be
the same. There were 1,570 responses and 62% strongly agreed, with
24% agreeing. The number disagreeing was 3% and strongly
disagreeing was also 3%. 84

4.3 Legislation
Assembly Commission Act
On 10 October 2018 the Assembly approved a motion in plenary to
allow the Commission to bring forward the proposed Welsh Parliament
and Elections (Wales) Bill. 85 Members voted 44 to 1 in favour with 3
abstentions. 86
The Commission Bill was published on 12 February 2019. The Counsel
General, Jeremy Miles AM, wrote to the committee and reiterated the
Welsh Government’s support for the reduction of the voting age. He
committed to working with the Assembly/Senedd to ensuring that the
franchise for Assembly elections should be consistent with the local
government elections and to avoid divergence of the two franchises. 87
The Senedd and Elections (Wales) Act 2019 completed its stages in the
Assembly on 27 November 2019 and received the required supermajority of 40 Members to vote in favour at the Bill’s final stage. 88
The Act received Royal Assent on 15 January and renamed the Assembly
the Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament from 6 May 2020.
It means 16- and 17-year-olds will be able to vote in the next scheduled
Senedd Cymru election in May 2021.

Welsh Government Bill
The Welsh Government introduced the Local Government and Elections
(Wales) Bill in the Assembly on 18 November 2019. The Bill made a
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number of changes to local election in Wales, including reducing the
voting age to 16.
The Bill passed it final stage a year to the day after it was introduced, on
18 November 2020. 89 The Senedd voted 39 in favour to 16 against. A
super majority was not needed for provisions on the local government
franchise. Bill that have been passed by the Senedd are sent for Royal
Assent four weeks after being passed. The extension of the local
government franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds will come into force two
months after the Bill receives Royal Assent.
It means 16- and 17-year-olds will to be able to vote in the next
scheduled local elections in May 2022.

89

Senedd Cymru Record of Proceedings, 18 November 2020
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5. Number of 16- and 17-year-olds
in the UK
The Office of National Statistics (ONS) estimates that there were more
than 1.4 million 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK in June 2018. This
represents around 2.7% of the population aged 16 and over.
POPULATION OF THE UK
The mid-2018 estimate for the UK and the 2019 General Election electorate
Population aged
16 and 17

Population aged
18 and over

2019 GE
electorate

Population aged
16 and over

United Kingdom

1,427,000

52,384,000

47,563,000

53,811,000

England
Scotland
Wales
Northern Ireland

1,206,000
109,000
67,000
45,000

44,023,000
4,409,000
2,509,000
1,443,000

39,896,000
4,053,000
2,320,000
1,294,000

45,229,000
4,519,000
2,576,000
1,488,000

Note: The 2019 General Election electorate is not necessarily the number of unique electors.
People may be legally recorded on more than one register, for example students and others with
second addresses, such as MPs. Sources: ONS, Population estimates for the UK: mid-year 2018;
HOCL, General Election 2019.

Not all 16- and 17-year-olds would be eligible to register to vote if the
voting age requirement was reduced.
To register to vote for elections to the UK Parliament a person must be a
British, Irish or a qualifying Commonwealth citizen resident in the UK,
and not be subject to any other legal incapacity to vote.
Analysis of the Labour Force Survey suggests that based on current
nationality and age criteria there were an estimated 47.7 million people
eligible to register to vote in Parliamentary elections in 2017. 90 If the
voting age were to drop to 16, and nationality criteria remained the
same, the eligible population would increase by around 1.3 million to
49 million people. Note that these estimates ignore other qualifying
criteria. Due to changes in the data, it is not possible to provide more
recent estimates.

5.1 What would the impact be if 16- and 17year-olds could vote?
It is not possible to predict how many 16- and 17-year-olds would turn
out to vote nor how they would vote. There is no official data on
turnout by age, but polling data suggests that the two age groups least
likely to vote are 18 to 24-year-olds and 25 to 34-year-olds. However,
extrapolating about the behaviour of 16- and 17-year-olds based on
those aged over 18 may not be appropriate as the experience in
Scotland appears to suggest that voters under 18 have, so far, been

90

ONS, Labour Force Survey, Q2 2017. Respondents with no answer for nationality
have been removed; figures rounded to nearest 1,000; ignores other criteria which
may result in ineligibility to vote; people who are eligible to vote may not necessarily
register to vote.
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more likely to turn out than their slightly older compatriots (see Section
5.2).
The 2019 General Election saw a decrease in turnout, from 68.8% in
2017 to 67.3%. This was still higher than the 66.2% turnout recorded
in 2015. 92
The British Election Study face-to-face survey is considered the “the gold
standard” measure of turnout because it is the only survey that validates
respondents’ self-reported turnout against the electoral record.
However, data for this survey has not been published yet.
The chart below is based on a British Election Study survey carried out
online, shortly after the election. This data is not checked against the
electoral record, and consequently, turnout estimates overstate the
proportion of people who voted. This is because people are known to
overstate their electoral participation: the estimated turnout across all
age groups was 80.2%, compared to the actual recorded turnout of
67.3%. The chart below shows turnout by age group, scaled to the
actual overall turnout rate. 93

Turnout by age at the 2019 General Election
Total
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
64-74
75-84
85+

67.3%
63.7%
59.3%
62.6%
66.8%
71.3%
74.9%
76.1%
75.0%

Note: turnout estimates scaled to actual turnout
Source: British Election Study, British Election Study Internet Panel, Wave 19, December 2019

The chart above shows that the BES data suggests that around 63.7%
of 18-24 year olds voted. The BES estimate may be different from other
estimates available, for example Ipsos-MORI’s How Britain Voted
suggests it was 47%.
There had been suggestion that the 2017 General Election saw an
increase in youth turnout. However, analysis by the BES team of their
2017 face-to-face survey 94 suggests that reports of a “youthquake”
91
92

British Election Study, The myth of the 2017 youthquake election, 29 January 2018.
See Chapter 3.8 The electorate, turnout and invalid votes – in the Library briefing,

General Election 2019: full results and analysis.
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94

The estimates need to be read with some caution, because some groups may be
more likely to overstate their participation than others.
British Election Study, The myth of the 2017 youthquake election, 29 January 2018.

What is the BES
face-to-face
survey? 91
According to the BES team
the face-to-face survey “is

different to other types of
survey, which tend to be
conducted via the internet
and over the phone. Those
methods are particularly
prone to problems of
response bias – the types of
people who do surveys
online or on the phone are
more likely to vote than the
population as whole.
The BES face-to-face survey
is designed to be as
representative of the
country as possible –
including contacting large
numbers of people who
didn’t vote in the election.
People are selected at
random from thousands of
addresses across the
country and doors are
knocked until as many
people as possible
participate.”
The BES face-to-face survey
team “verify people’s

survey answers by checking
the marked electoral
register. Of course, the BES
face-to-face isn’t perfect
and there is a ‘margin of
error’ around the turnout
estimates but the results
are as close to the truth
about who turned out to
vote as is possible to get.”
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were mistaken and that younger votes were no more likely to vote in
2017 than previously. 95 There has been no widespread suggestion of an
increase in turnout among young voters at the 2019 General Election.
In July 2017, the ONS published an article What impact could lowering
the UK voting age to 16 have on the shape of the electorate?
Its calculations found that overall there were 88 constituencies where
the number of 16- and 17-year-olds was greater than the winning
margin. As the article notes:
“this doesn’t mean that the outcome in the seats would have
changed, that would depend on voter turnout and preference,
but it does show us those areas where there would have been
potential for change”.

5.2 What has happened in Scotland?
Some argue that lowering voting age will have a negative impact on
turnout and drive down turnout overall. This does not seem to have
been the case in Scotland, although whether or not people turnout to
vote is a complex decision and not determined by a single factor.
As noted in Section 3, the franchise (those eligible to vote) was
extended temporarily in Scotland to allow 16- and 17-year-olds to vote
in the referendum on independence in 2014. The Electoral Commission
reported that registered electorate at the referendum included 109,593
16- and 17-year-olds.
The Scottish Parliament was subsequently given the power to extend
the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds for elections to the Scottish
Parliament and for local government elections in Scotland.
The Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Act 2015 received
Royal Assent on 24 July 2015. The first Scottish Parliament election in
which 16- and 17-year-olds could vote were held in May 2016 and the
first local government election in May 2017 (see Section 4).
A survey carried out by the Electoral Commission indicated that 69% of
16- to 34-year-olds said that they voted in the referendum on
independence, compared with 85% those aged 35-54 years and 92%
of the 55+ age group. Claimed turnout amongst 16- and 17-year-olds
was 75%, significantly higher than amongst 18- to 24-year-olds (54%).
The Electoral Commission reported that 97% of those 16- and 17-yearolds who reported having voted in the 2014 independence referendum
said that they would vote again in future elections and referendums. 96
Overall the turnout at the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections was
55.8% of the registered electorate in the constituency vote and 55.9%
in the regional vote. This is the highest turnout recorded since the first
Scottish Parliament election in 1999 where 58.8% of the eligible
95

For further information please see the British Election Study article The myth of the
2017 youthquake election, and Youthquake – a reply to our critics.

96

Electoral Commission, Scottish Independence Referendum Report on the
referendum held on 18 September 2014, December 2014
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electorate voted in the constituency ballot and 58.7% in the regional
ballot. 97
This pattern seems to have continued in 2017. The 2017 local council
elections in Scotland were the first Scotland-wide set of council
elections at which 16- and 17-year-olds could vote. Overall turnout for
the elections was 46.9%. This was the highest turnout in stand-alone
local council elections in Scotland since 1977. Turnout was higher in
1999, 2003 and 2007 but local elections were held on the same day as
the Scottish Parliament elections in those years. 98
This may have impacts on future elections in Scotland and research has
previously indicated that if voters vote in the first elections that they are
eligible for, they are more likely to vote throughout their lives. 99

5.3 International experience
The experience so far in Scotland appears to mirror what has happened
in Austria. The National Assembly for Wales Expert panel noted that
there was little actual evidence of the impact of lowering the voting age
as few places have done so but it cited research from Austria, where 16and 17-year-olds can vote:
Studies in the only European country to have lowered the voting
age to 16 for all elections find that turnout among 16- and 17year-olds is higher than among 18 to 21-year-olds, although
lower than for older voters. Citizenship education in Austria was
changed when the voting age was reduced, and there have been
substantial efforts to engage young voters. 100

The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Votes at 16 campaign report,
published in 2019, cites research that in Austria the turnout among 16and 17-year-olds has stabilised at around 8-10 percentage points higher
than 18- to 24-year-olds. 101
The research also suggests that Austrian example reinforces the existing
research that the younger you are when you first vote, the more likely
you are likely to continue to vote over your life. Austria now has the
highest proportion of young people aged 18-35 who have voted. 102
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101
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Electoral Commission, The May 2016 Scottish Parliament election: Report on the
administration of the 5 May 2016 Scottish Parliament election, September 2016
Electoral Commission, Scottish council elections 2017 Report on the administration
of the elections held on 4 May 2017, September 2017
Democratic Audit, Engaging young voters with enhanced election information,
2014, page 21.
National Assembly for Wales, The report of the Expert Panel on Assembly Electoral
Reform, December 2017
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Votes at 16: Campaign Report, April 2019, p15
Ibid,
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6. The Isle of Man and Jersey
In February 2006 the Isle of Man lowered the voting age from 18 to 16.
At the general election held there on 23 November 2006 those aged
between 16 and 17 who voted became the first citizens in the European
Union to vote at that age in a general election.
The Speaker of the House of Keys in the Isle of Man, then the Hon
Stephen Rodan, submitted a written submission to the Political and
Constitutional Reform Committee’s report on Voter engagement in the
UK Political and Constitutional Reform Committee Voter engagement in
the UK (see Section 2.5).
The experience in the Isle of Man was that 35% of eligible 16- and 17year-olds registered to vote in the first election where they were eligible
to vote. Turnout of the registered 16- and 17-year-old voters was
60.2%—very close to the turnout figure for the electorate as a whole.
The rate of registration for this age group rose to 60.1% for the 2011
elections. Turnout dropped in the 2011 elections across all age groups.
The Speaker concluded by saying that:
Whatever the effect on turnout, I remain of the view that voting
at 16 is right in principle. I am not alone. Many Keys candidates
now make reference to young peoples’ issues in their election
manifestos – for example, the need for more facilities such as
drop-in centres for youngsters. It is arguable whether such issues
would have had such a profile if the voting age had remained at
18.
There is no doubt that those young people who voted for the first
time in 2006 and 2011 did so with real pride and enthusiasm. The
next challenge will be for politicians to make sure that the act of
voting remains relevant for them, and that political awareness for
the next generation of 16- and 17- year olds is fostered, not least
within our schools. 103

The Channel Island of Jersey lowered its voting age from 18 to 16 in
July 2007. 104 The change added around 2,000 names to the electoral
roll and meant that those aged over 16 were first able to vote in the
elections of senators and deputies in October and November 2008
respectively. 105
Turnout at the 2011 elections for all ages was 46%. In the statistical
bulletin Jersey’s Better Life Index 2013, the voter turnout analysis
combined 16- and 17-year-olds with those aged 18-34. The proportion
of respondents aged 55 to 64 (70%) or over 65 (79%) who reported
having voted was more than double that of 16- to 34-year-olds
(33%). 106
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Written evidence to the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee submitted by
the Hon Stephen Charles Rodan SHK, Speaker of the House of Keys, Isle of Man
(VUK 90)
Voting at 16, BBC Online
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article2039862.ece (Subscription
Required)
Jersey's Better Life Index report 2013
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7. International comparisons
The voting age for national elections in EU countries is 18, except for
Austria and Malta.
In Austria several regions lowered the voting age in regional and local
elections from 2000. In 2007 the voting age for national elections was
lowered to 16.
Malta lowered the voting age to 16 for local elections in 2014 with 16and 17-year-olds voting for the first time in local elections in 2015. 107
The voting age for general elections was lowered after legislation was
passed in March 2018. 108
Other exceptions in the EU are as follows:
•
•
•

Slovenia: 16-year-olds may vote if they are in employment;
Hungary: 16-year-olds may vote if they are married;
Norway: 16-year-olds may vote in local elections in some
municipalities;
Italy: only those over the age of 25 may vote in elections to the
Senate.

•

Countries with minimum voting age other than 18
in elections to national parliaments
Min age
16
17
19
20
21

Country
Argentina, Austria, Brazil*, Cuba
Ecuador, Nicaragua, Malta
Indonesia, Timor-Leste
Republic of Korea
Nauru, Bahrain, Cameroon
Cote D’Ivoire, Gabon, Kuwait, Lebanon, Malaysia, Oman, Pakistan, Samoa, Singapore,
Tonga

* In Brazil voting is optional for 16-17s & 70+ and compulsory for other ages
Sources: IPU Parline database and the ACE Electoral
Knowledge network

The Electoral Commission’s consultation paper on the voting age in the
UK, published in 2003, looked at the voting age in other countries. The
Commission noted that in 2003 all EU member states had a minimum
voting age of 18 for national elections although in Germany and Austria
there had been a reduction to 16 in certain areas for local elections
(since the Commission carried out its research for this consultation
exercise the voting age in Austria has been reduced to 16). 109 The

107
108

Act No. XVI of 2014 - Local Councils (Amendment) Act
Act No. IV of 2018 - Constitution of Malta and Various Electoral Laws (Amendment)

Act

109

“Sixteen-year-olds have been given the vote in Austrian national elections – the
lowest voting age in the European Union. The law was supported by four of the five
parties in parliament, but opposed by the right-wing Freedom Party. Brazil, Cuba,
Nicaragua and the Isle of Man allow voting at 16.” Austria lowers voting age to 16,
Independent, 6 June 2007.
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Commission summarised its findings on the voting age in other
countries:
…the vast majority of countries around the world (including all
the EU member states, Australia, Canada and the USA) have a
minimum voting age of 18. Japan has a voting age of 20, but it
should be noted that in Japanese culture the customary age at
which an individual is considered to become an adult is 20,
whereas in the West it is generally held to be 18.
3.5 The minimum voting age is 17 in East Timor, Indonesia, North
Korea, the Seychelles and the Sudan, 16 in Brazil, Cuba and
Nicaragua, and 15 in Iran. It is 20 in Cameroon, Japan, South
Korea, Nauru, Taiwan and Tunisia, and 21 in Central African
Republic, Fiji, Gabon, Kuwait, Lebanon, Malaysia, Maldives,
Monaco, Morocco, Pakistan, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands,
Tokelau and Tonga.
3.6 In general terms, the ages referred to above are applicable for
all levels of public election in the relevant country. However, there
are variations in some areas:

110

•

in Italy, an individual cannot vote in elections to the Senate
(the second chamber of the national parliament) until age
25;

•

in Germany the minimum age for municipal – i.e. local, but
not regional or national – elections in Lower Saxony was
reduced from 18 to 16 in 1995; the Lander of
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, North-Rhine Westphalia,
Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein have subsequently followed
suit;

•

similarly, the Lander of Carinthia, Burgenland and Styria in
Austria have reduced the minimum voting age for
municipal and mayoral elections from 18 to 16; and

•

in March 2002 the United States city of Cambridge,
Massachusetts voted to reduce its voting age from 18 to 17
for local elections (although this is yet to be ratified by the
state legislature). 110

How old is old enough? The minimum age of voting and candidacy in UK elections.
Electoral Commission consultation paper, 2003.
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Appendix - Parliamentary business
on voting age since 2000
This section gives a brief overview of Parliamentary discussion on
reducing the voting age since 2000.

Representation of the People Act 2000
The RPA 2000 gave effect to the Working Party on Electoral Procedures,
a group chaired by the then Home Office Minister, George Howarth.
The cross-party measures agreed by the Working Party and included in
the Bill included improving registration of people with no permanent
address and prisoners on remand, and improving access to elections for
disabled voters.
On the first day of the committee stage of the Bill Simon Hughes
(Liberal Democrat) moved an amendment that would have lowered the
voting age for all elections to 16. He highlighted previous recent
attempts to lower the voting age since 1985 and argued that there was
a need to simplify the law on when people become entitled to specific
rights 111
Responding for the Labour Government, Mike O’Brien MP said:
These are serious issues that deserve to be debated. However, it is
important that changes are brought forward with a degree of
consensus. The Bill is the result of an all-party working group and
a significant degree of cross-party support and agreement about
the way forward.
…
The Liberal Democrats' proposal to reduce the voting age to 16
has not had the same degree of broad-based support. It is
regrettable that in bringing forward this idea they have not
sought the support of Conservative Members, Labour Members
and others by securing their agreement to put their names to the
amendment.
As I have said, the issue deserves to be treated seriously and
discussed in an all-party context. I suggest that the Select
Committee on Home Affairs might be the appropriate venue. An
appropriate cross-party group, of which there are several, might
properly consider it.

Elections (Entitlement to Vote At Age 16) Bill
In December 2001, Matthew Green, Liberal Democrat MP, introduced a
ten-minute rule Bill, the Elections (Entitlement to Vote At Age 16),
arguing that lowering the voting age “can only benefit society” by
empowering young people and giving them “a greater sense of
responsibility in society”. 112
No one spoke against the motion and the Bill was introduced, although
it made no further progress.
111
112

HC Deb 15 December 1999, c305-6
HC Deb 18 December 2001, 148-9
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Voting Age (Reduction to 16) Bill (HL) 2002-03
The Conservative Peer, Lord Lucas, introduced a Private Member’s Bill,
the Voting Age (Reduction to 16) Bill (HL) 2002-03, which received its
Second Reading on 9 January 2003, just before the Electoral
Commission’s review of the age of electoral majority. 113
Lord Bassam of Brighton replied for the Labour Government:
Any decision on the major step of further reducing the voting age
cannot be taken in isolation, or without widespread public
debate. While the Government are not necessarily opposed to the
policy that the noble Lord, Lord Lucas, is seeking to push forward,
we argue that his Bill is premature… 114

The Bill made no progress in the House of Commons.

Welsh Affairs Select Committee report 2004
The Welsh Affairs Select Committee supported the reduction in the
voting age in its first report of 2003-04, stating that it could be a
positive step towards reengaging young people in democratic politics. It
recommended that the Government should look further at the
arguments for lowering the voting age. 115

Representation of the People (Reduction of Voting
Age) Bill 2005-06
The Liberal Democrat MP, Stephen Williams, sought to introduce a tenminute rule Bill, the Representation of the People (Reduction of Voting
Age) Bill, on 29 November 2005. 116 He argued that teenagers were
better prepared for the vote in the modern world:
In 1969, when Parliament previously decided to extend the
franchise, the school-leaving age was 15 and most people left
school at 15. Few went on to further education and even fewer to
higher education. In 2005, the educational world is totally
different. I am sure that today’s teenagers have the same social
interests as their counterparts in the 1960’s, but this decade’s 16year-olds are better informed and of a similar maturity to 18-yearolds of nearly 40 years ago. It is now time for them to use their
knowledge and maturity and for us to extend the vote to them. 117

The motion was negatived on division and did not receive a Second
Reading. 118

Voting Age Reduction Bill 2007-08
On 5 December 2007 Julie Morgan MP presented a Private Member’s
Bill, the Voting Age Reduction Bill 2007-08, to reduce the voting age for
Parliamentary and other elections to 16 years. The Bill received its
Second Reading on 6 June 2008 but did not proceed further. 119
113
114
115

116
117
118
119

HL Deb 9 January 2003 cc 1106-1114
Ibid, c1120

The Empowerment of Children and Young People in Wales, Welsh Affairs Select
Committee. First report, 2003-04, HC 177
HC Deb 29 November 2005 c138-143
Ibid, c138-139
Ibid, c141-143
Votes at 16 Coalition, 16 for 16: 16 reasons for Votes at 16, May 2008
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Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies
Act 2011
During the passage of the Bill that went on to become the

Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act 2011, there were
attempts to amend the Bill to include a provision to reduce the voting
age for the referendum on the voting system. 120
At the committee stage of the Bill in the House of Commons, Natascha
Engel (Labour) proposed an amendment to reduce the voting age to
16. 121 The proposals were supported by the Shadow Minister for Justice,
Chris Bryant. 122
The Minister, Mark Harper, said that the Government did not want to
change the franchise by amending the Bill:
I do not think that experimenting with the franchise in this Bill is
the right way to go.

The Minister also touched on the logistics of changing the registration
system to allow for the inclusion of 16-year-olds so close to the
proposed poll:
…this issue is not a small one, because if all 16-year-olds on the
date of the referendum were able to vote, that would mean
electoral registration officers having to register those who are 15,
which is a significant change to the way that they collect data.

The amendment was defeated after a division; Ayes 196, Noes 346.

123

In the House of Lords, Baroness Hayter of Kentish Town moved an
amendment in Grand Committee which would allow 16- and 17-yearolds to vote in the AV referendum. 124 Lord Falconer (Labour) supported
the amendment in a personal capacity but said that the Labour Party
had indicated that there should be a free vote on the issue. 125
Lord McNally reiterated that the Bill was not the right platform on which
to discuss the issue. 126 The amendment was withdrawn.
A similar amendment was moved by Lord Howarth of Newport at report
stage in the House of Lords. Although Lord Howarth supported Lady
Hayter’s proposal to lower the voting age for the referendum, he did
not favour lowering the voting age to 16 for general elections.
Lord Strathclyde responded to the debate and again stated the
Government’s view that the referendum Bill was not the correct vehicle
for considering wider changes to the franchise:
...there are different views on the question of whether the voting
age in this country should be lowered to 16, but if we are to have
that debate, it needs to be had in relation to elections more

120

For further information about the Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies

Bill see Research Paper 10/55
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HC Deb 18 October 2010 c695
HC Deb 18 October 2010 c705
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generally, and the passage of the Bill does not provide the right
platform. 127

The amendment was withdrawn.

Voting Age (Comprehensive Reduction) Bill [HL]
2012-13 Bill
The Voting Age (Comprehensive Reduction) Bill [HL] 2012-13 received
its first reading in the House of Lords on 22 October 2012. 128 The Bill, a
Private Member’s Bill sponsored by Lord Tyler (Liberal Democrat), made
provision to amend the Representation of the People Act 1983 ‘to
extend the franchise for parliamentary and other elections, and for
referendums, to all citizens over the age of 16 years’. The Bill did not
progress any further.

Westminster Hall debate 18 December 2012
Julie Elliot (Labour) secured a debate in Westminster Hall on 18 December
2012 on votes for 16- and 17-year-olds. 129 Ms Elliott said that the Scottish
Government’s proposal to extend the franchise for the referendum on
Scottish independence to 16- and 17-year-olds had ‘reignited the issue of
votes at 16 at a national level.’ 130
The then Parliamentary Secretary, Cabinet Office, Chloe Smith,
responded to the debate and made it clear that there was no consensus
within the Coalition Government on the issue and that the Coalition
Government had no plans for a change in the law. 131
The Minister also noted that electoral registration amongst young
people was lower than for other population groups and that lowering
the voting age could mean a fall in overall turnout at elections. 132

Backbench business debate 24 January 2013
Stephen Williams (Liberal Democrat) secured a backbench business
debate on 24 January 2013 on the lowering of the voting age. 133 Mr
Williams suggested that the time had come to extend the franchise to
16- and 17-year-olds, arguing that lowering the voting age would
increase turnout.
Lowering the voting age to 16 also makes it more likely that
people will vote while they are in the stable environment of home
and education. Voting is habitual. We know from various studies
that if someone votes for the first time when they are just 18,
they pick up the pattern of voting for later life. 134

The Cabinet Officer Minister, Chloe Smith, responded to the debate
saying she was not yet convinced that there was sufficient evidence to
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HL Deb 7 February 2011 c57
HL Deb 22 October 2012 c11
HC Deb 18 December 2012 222 - 229WH
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HC Deb 24 January 2013 c479
HC Deb 24 January 2013 c487
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reduce the voting age and again argued that turnout was likely to go
down if voting age was reduced:
Registration among young people is lower than among other
population groups. Recent Electoral Commission research shows
that 55% of 17 and 18-year-olds and 56% of 19 to 24-year-olds
were on the register, compared with 94% of over-65s. Those
figures are telling.
I also note that the turnout figures for 18 to 24-year-olds have
been falling. At successive elections from 1974 to 1992,
approximately a quarter of that group did not vote. That is
important to know and something we all ought to take seriously
and work on. There is clearly an issue about engagement,
particularly with younger electors, which goes beyond franchise,
and the Government are trying to address it. 135

A division at the end of the debate on the motion “that this House
believes that the age of eligibility for voting in all elections and
referendums in the United Kingdom should be reduced to 16” was
agreed: Ayes 119, Noes 46. The motion was non-binding.

House of Lords short debate on 27 February 2013
Lord Tyler (Liberal Democrat) tabled a question for a short debate on the
voting age in the House of Lords on 27 February 2013. 136 Lord Tyler
asked the Government how they intended to respond to the majority
vote in the House of Commons calling for a reduction in the voting age
to 16. He also argued that the Electoral Commission should be asked to
undertake a further review of the voting age:
As a member of the informal cross-party group of
parliamentarians who advise the Electoral Commission, I am very
conscious that the Commission, rather than party politicians,
should be responsible for advising Parliament on extensions to the
franchise. However, it is now nearly 10 years since the commission
studied the issue. Its report promised a “further formal review of
the minimum voting age within five to seven years of this
report”. 137

Lord Norton of Louth suggested that the debate should focus on the low
turnout of the 18-24 age group at elections instead of lowering the
voting age:
Debate on the issue appears to stem from a false premise. Voting
is a consequence of political interest, not a cause of it. Lowering
the voting age is not likely to have a positive impact on turnout
any more than it did when it was lowered to 18 in 1969. It did
not promote participation in democracy, but rather served to
demonstrate what we already knew: young people are among the
groups least likely to vote. That is borne out by the data for recent
general elections. One does not change that by further lowering
the voting age. 138

Lord Wallace of Saltaire responded to the debate on behalf of the
Government. He stressed that the Coalition Government had no plans
135
136
137
138
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to lower the voting age and reminded the House that there was no
consensus on the issue within the Coalition. 139

Voting Age (Comprehensive Reduction) Bill [HL]
2013-14
Lord Tyler (Liberal Democrat) introduced another Private Member’s Bill
on reducing the voting age on 9 May 2013. The Voting Age
(Comprehensive Reduction) Bill 2013-14 received its Second Reading in
the House of Lords on 25 October 2013. 140
Lord Lexden (Conservative) opposed the Bill, citing the ongoing
concerns about the possible impact on turnout:
According to this year’s Audit of Political Engagement by the
Hansard Society…the proportion of young people between the
ages of 18 and 24 who are certain to vote at the next election
now stands at 12%, down 10 points in one year. The Hansard
Society poses the central question: “Given the degree to which
the current cohort of young people are increasingly turned off by
the idea of using their vote, what exactly is going to be different
about voting and politics generally that is going to engage their
younger 16- and 17-year-old brothers and sisters?” 141

Baroness Smith of Basildon (Labour) supported the Bill and said she was
‘delighted that the Labour Party’s leader, Ed Miliband, made his and our
party’s commitment so clear’. 142
Lord Wallace of Saltaire responded to the debate and again emphasised
that there was no consensus within the Coalition Government on the
issue. He also highlighted the perception of partisanship around the
argument:
let us all be a little honest: the reason why the Greens, the Liberal
Democrats and the Labour Party are in favour of votes at 16 is not
completely unconnected with the hope and belief that young
people are more likely to vote for those sorts of party, and the
position of the Conservative Party for various reasons is not
entirely the same…So we need a cross-party consensus on the
franchise and we need to approach this as carefully and
consensually as possible. 143

Westminster Hall debate 6 May 2014
Sarah Champion (Labour) secured a Westminster Hall debate on 6 May
2014 on votes at 16. 144 Sarah Champion argued that the time was right
“to open the democratic system even further and to include 16- and
17-year-olds among the people who are able to vote.” 145
Tom Brake, then Parliamentary Secretary, Office of the Leader of the
House, responded to the debate which he said had “again shown the
divergent views in this House on whether 16- and 17-year-olds should
139
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141
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be eligible to vote” and had reflected “differing opinions on the issue in
society at large”. He added the Government was “taking a range of
measures to encourage young people to register and to ensure that
their voices are heard”. 146

Cities and Local Government Bill 2015-16
During Report Stage of the Cities and Local Government Bill [HL] 201516 in the House of Lords, the Government was defeated on an
amendment moved by Lord Tyler (Liberal Democrat) which made
provision to lower the voting age for council elections. 147 Lord Tyler
argued that the engagement of young voters in the Scottish
independence referendum showed that 16- and 17-year-olds were
ready to vote in all elections:
...the new young voters proved themselves to be better informed,
more conscientious and even more mature than many of their
elders—they blew to smithereens all the misgivings and dire
warnings of the doomsayers. 148

The amendment was reversed by the House of Commons on 17
November 2015. 149

EU Referendum Act 2016
During the passage of the European Union Referendum Bill 2015-16
there were attempts to amend the Bill to allow the franchise for the
referendum to include 16- and 17-year-olds. Amendments at
Committee Stage and Report Stage in the House of Commons were
negatived on divisions. Library Briefing Paper 7249, European Union
Referendum Bill 2015-16: progress of the Bill gives further details.
At Report Stage of the Bill in the House of Lords on 18 November 2015,
an amendment to extend the franchise for the referendum to 16- and
17-year-olds was agreed after a division, Contents 293; Not-Contents
211. 150
Introducing the amendment, Baroness Morgan of Ely (Labour), argued
that it was right to reduce the voting age for the referendum:
This is a very exceptional situation, because it is a once-in-ageneration opportunity for [16- and 17-year-olds] to vote on this
significant issue. It is different from other elections, because
within two years’ time they will be able to take a position on who
they want to run their country; in this instance, they will possibly
never again get a say on their country’s future relationship with
the EU. However, they will have to live with the consequences of
that decision for longer than any of us. With the current system
there is also a danger that we are sending mixed messages to
young voters in different part of the country, which is of course
particularly true for Scotland, where they have had this
opportunity to vote before. 151
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The Government was not persuaded that the franchise should be
changed for the referendum. The Minister of State, Ministry of Justice,
Lord Faulks, said it was not appropriate to use the EU Referendum Bill to
reduce the voting age. He also suggested the Government did not want
to appear to enfranchise people on the basis that they may support one
outcome over another:
We should avoid any action that could be seen as some attempt
to push towards a particular outcome. That is a significant reason
why, with the small changes to enfranchise Gibraltar electors and
Peers, both of whom are already entitled to vote in certain
elections, the Bill adopts the parliamentary franchise. We want to
avoid any allegations of interference and we fear that changing
the franchise, including this particular change, could be seen as
doing exactly that and could seriously undermine the legitimacy of
the referendum. 152

Lord Faulks added:
Legislation as momentous as this must command consensus in
both Houses and the country as a whole. Reference was made to
a recent amendment voted on in this House to the Cities and
Local Government Devolution Bill to allow 16-year-olds to vote:
that was reversed by the House of Commons yesterday by a
substantial majority.
A change of this sort needs substantial legislation; it is a very
important change. We have decided that the appropriate
franchise is the one that has pertained satisfactorily in previous
referenda and general elections, one that pertains in every country
in the EU except Austria. There may come a time for change,
when we lower the age to 16. There may be a debate to be had.
This is not the moment for that debate. 153

Ten Minute Rule Bill on reducing the voting age 20
July 2016
On 20 July 2016, Caroline Lucas (Green) introduced a bill under the Ten
Minute Rule Bill procedure, to introduce proportional representation for
elections to the House of Commons and to reduce the voting age to 16
in all UK elections. 154 She argued that there should be equality in voting
rights between Scotland and the rest of the UK. 155
John Penrose (Conservative) spoke against the motion saying that
Parliament had rejected the idea a number in recent months. 156
The motion to introduce the Bill was defeated on division: Ayes 74,
Noes 81. 157

Representation of the People (Young People's
Enfranchisement and Education) Bill 2017-19
Jim McMahon (Labour/Co-op) introduced a Private Member’s Bill
through the ballot procedure in July 2017. This Bill started its second
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reading debate on Friday 3 November 2017 but ran out of time and is
unlikely to make any further progress. 158
The Bill seeks to reduce the voting age to 16 for all elections in the UK
and makes provision for the Citizenship and the constitution education
a part of the National Curriculum at Key Stages 1-4 in England (schools
policy is devolved).

Representation of the People (Young People's
Enfranchisement) Bill 2017-19
This was a Private Member’s Bill introduced by Peter Kyle through the
ballot procedure in July 2017. Second reading debate commenced on
Friday 11 May 2018, but the debate stood adjourned at the end of
business. The Bill is unlikely to make any further progress. 159

Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19
This was a Private Member’s Bill introduced by Glyn Davies. Its aim was
to end the time-limit on overseas British citizens being able to vote in
UK general elections. The Bill was given a Second Reading on 23
February 2018. 160
During its committee stage an amendment was moved to reduce the
voting age for overseas voters to 16. The Minister, Chloe Smith, also
noted that lowering the voting age for overseas voters would create
two different qualifying ages for Parliamentary voters, as the
amendment would not lower the voting age for domestic Parliamentary
voters. The amendment was rejected 8 votes to 7. 161

Westminster Hall debate 3 April 2019
The latest debate is to be held in Westminster Hall on Wednesday 3
April 2019, sponsored by Jim McMahon.
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