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Overseas voters

Summary
What are overseas voters?
British citizens living overseas are currently entitled to be registered to
vote in UK Parliamentary elections for up to 15 years in the constituency
in which they were registered before leaving the UK. This category of
voter, ‘overseas voters’, are not entitled to vote in UK local elections or
elections to the devolved assemblies. There are different arrangements
for the armed forces and these are covered in the Library briefing,

Armed forces voting.
This Briefing Paper provides background the introduction of the
overseas category and on the previous attempts to change the time
limit. It also summarises the Government’s current commitment to end
the 15-year rule.
Information is also given about the procedure for registering to vote as
an overseas elector and the means of voting, either by post or by proxy.
The briefing also has information on the problems overseas voters face
in relation to the election timetable and barriers to the current process.
Until 2015 the number of overseas voters registered to vote had never
risen above 35,000. In the annual ONS electoral register figures of
December 2016 this had risen to 264,000. This was largely because of
an overseas voter registration campaign in the run up to the 2015
General Election and interest in the 2016 referendum on the UK’s
membership of the EU.
At the UK General Election of 2017 there were a record 285,000
registered overseas voters. At the time Government estimated that this
is about 20% of eligible expats under the current 15-year limit. Since
that peak the number dropped back to around 125,000 in December
2018 but rose to 233,000 for the December 2019 General Election.
As overseas voters must re-register annually, there registration levels
often fluctuate depending on whether a scheduled general election is
expected. Unexpected elections, such as the December 2019 General
Election can cause problems with overseas electors unable to
participate, as a result of relatively short time scales in which to register
and vote, particularly if they leave it to the last deadline to register in
advance of the election.
History of overseas voter registration
Before 1985 British citizens resident outside the United Kingdom were
unable to register to vote in UK Parliamentary elections. During the
1970s there was pressure to extend the franchise to British citizens
living and working abroad and in 1983 the Home Affairs Select
Committee recommended that all UK citizens resident in the then
European Economic Community (EEC) countries should have the right to
vote in British Parliamentary elections.
The Government consulted on extending voting rights to all British
citizens living abroad and then brought in a Bill that recommended
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allowing British residents overseas to register to vote for 7 years after
they left. The Representation of the People Act 1985 as passed allowed
overseas voters to register for 5 years after they had left the UK.
The Government committed to keeping the new provisions under
review but take up was low and the Conservative manifesto for the
1987 general election promised to extend the period of eligibility. The
Representation of the People Act 1989 extended the period to 20 years.
The Bill, as introduced had recommended a 25-year limit but following
debate on a number of different options, an opposition amendment
recommending the 20-year limit was adopted.
The Home Affairs Select Committee published a report in 1998
recommended that the 5-year limit should be restored. The Home Office
reported that most of the correspondence it had received on the issue
was from people resident abroad for more than twenty years arguing
for the limit to be increased.
In the end, the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Bill 19992000 Bill included a provision to reduce the limit to 10 years. An
amendment to create a 15-year limit was subsequently passed
unopposed in the House of Lords and it is this time-limit that has
remained in place since.
‘Votes for life’
The current Government is committed to removing the 15-year rule. In
the March 2021 budget £2.5 million was committed to ending the 15year limit, with legislation expected later in 20201.
After the general election in 2015, the Government had indicated that it
would bring forward a ‘votes for life bill’ which would remove the 15year rule.
On 7 October 2016 the Government published a policy statement, A
democracy that works for everyone: British citizens overseas, which set
out how the 15 year rule will be removed and how all eligible British
citizens who have lived in the UK will be given a lifelong right to vote in
Parliamentary elections, the so called ‘votes for life’. The Government
re-iterated its commitment to legislation to implement for ‘votes for life’
in the Conservative Party’s 2017 General Election manifesto.
The Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19 was a Private Member’s Bill,
sponsored by Glyn Davies MP, which sought to end the 15-year time
limit and therefore fulfilling the Government’s manifesto commitment.
The Library briefing, Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19 details the provisions
and progress of the Bill. It was given a Second Reading on 23 February
2018. The report stage of the Bill was held on 22 March 2019. The Bill
did not make further progress and fell at the end of the 2017-19
session.
The Queen’s Speech of 11 May 2021 confirmed that an Electoral
Integrity Bill is to be introduced in in the 2021-22 session of Parliament.
The Government’s background note to the Queen’s Speech indicate the
Bill will end the 15-year limit and introduce ‘votes for life’.
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Legal challenges to the 15-year limit
Harry Shindler, a British citizen who has lived in Italy since 1982, and
Jacquelyn MacLennan, who has lived in Brussels since 1987, were not
able to vote in the 2016 referendum on the UK’s membership of the
EU. They took a case to the High Court challenging the legality of the
franchise for the referendum which excluded British citizens who have
lived abroad for more than 15 years. Shindler and Maclennan claimed
that the 15-year rule, as applied to eligibility to vote in the EU
referendum, constituted a restriction on their rights of free movement.
The High Court’s judgment on 28 April 2016 rejected the claim.
Shindler and MacLennan sought leave to appeal the judgment in the
Court of Appeal; this application was heard on 9 May 2016 and leave to
appeal was refused by the Court in a judgment on 20 May 2016.
On 24 May 2016 the Supreme Court refused Shindler and MacLennan’s
application for permission to appeal the Court of Appeal’s judgment
which therefore stood.
Harry Shindler had previously taken his case to the European Court of
Human Rights. In 2009 he argued that no time limit should be imposed
on the right of British citizens living overseas to vote in the UK. In its
judgment on 7 May 2013, the European Court ruled that there had
been no violation of Article 3 of Protocol No 1 (right to free elections) of
the European Convention on Human Rights and determined that the UK
had legitimately confined the parliamentary franchise to those citizens
who had ‘a close connection to the UK and who would therefore be
most directly affected by its laws.’
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1. Current registration of overseas
voters
Summary
British citizens who have moved abroad can apply to be registered as a
special category of elector – an overseas voter. This must be in the last
constituency in which they were entered on an electoral register before they
moved abroad.
British citizens who have lived overseas for more than 15 years are currently
unable to register to become an overseas voter.
Overseas voters may only vote in UK Parliamentary elections. Overseas
voters are not eligible to vote in any election using the local government
franchise.
Eligibility to vote in a referendum is dependent on the franchise chosen.
Each national referendum in the UK, or in one part of the UK, still requires
separate legislation to enable the referendum to take place, which sets out
requirements such as the franchise to be used and the question to be asked.

Anyone who has not previously been registered to vote anywhere in the
UK is unable to apply to register as an overseas elector. This rule does
not apply if someone was too young to register when they left the UK.
If a voter left the UK before they were 18, they can be registered at the
pervious address of a parent or guardian provided that they left the UK
no more than 15 years ago.
Following the introduction of individual electoral registration (IER) in
2014, anyone applying to be registered under the new system has to
supply personal identifiers (national insurance number and date of birth)
as well as making an overseas declaration.
Overseas voters must re-register annually. The Electoral Registration
Officer is required to keep a separate register of overseas voters for the
relevant area. The Electoral Registration Officer will send the overseas
voter a reminder to re-register as a special category elector each year
until the end of the 15-year period.
Overseas voters can vote by post or proxy, or in person at their allotted
polling station if they are in the UK at the time of the election.
The Electoral Commission recommends that overseas voters should
consider appointing a proxy to vote on their behalf because of the short
period available for ballots to be sent and returned from overseas during
an election.
The Government agrees and in its response to the Electoral
Commission’s report on the 2017 UK Parliamentary election stated:
We agree that overseas electors should be encouraged to register
as early as possible ahead of the registration deadline and will
look to further improve the messaging on GOV.UK to more clearly
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highlight the need to make an absent vote application and the
choices open to people living abroad. 1

The Electoral Commission’s website gives further details about the
registration of overseas voters and a link to the relevant registration
forms. 2
If someone is serving overseas in the armed forces, or is a Crown
servant, there are different provisions for registering to vote as they are
not subject to the 15-year rule. These are known as Service voters.
Briefly, members of HM forces and their spouses can either register by
means of a service declaration or can choose to be registered as an
ordinary elector instead. A service declaration is valid for five years and
then has to be renewed. 3 Crown servants and British Council employees
employed in posts outside the UK, together with their spouses, are also
entitled to be registered for all elections and have to submit a Crown
Servant or British Council declaration with their application to register.

1

2
3

Cabinet Office, The UK Government’s Response to the Electoral Commission’s
reports on the 2017 UK Parliamentary General Election Incorporating a response to
the Association of Electoral Administrator’s report on the 2017 UK Parliamentary
General Election, November 2018, p8
https://www.yourvotematters.co.uk/can-i-vote/overseas
For further details see Library Standard Note SN/PC/4276
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2. Background
Summary
Before 1985 British citizens resident outside the United Kingdom were unable to
register to vote in UK Parliamentary elections. The Representation of the People Act
1985 extended the Parliamentary franchise to British citizens resident overseas and
enabled them to register as ‘overseas voters’ in the constituency for which they were
last registered.
This was initially for a period of 5 years, but was later extended to 20 years by the
Representation of the People Act 1989, and then reduced to 15 years by the Political
Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000.

2.1 The Representation of the People Act 1985
During the 1970s there was pressure to extend the franchise to British
citizens living and working abroad. Representations were made to the
Speaker’s Conference on Electoral Law in 1973-4, but the Conference
did not make any specific recommendations on overseas voters.
The Home Affairs Select Committee subsequently recommended in
1983 that all UK citizens resident in the then European Economic
Community (EEC) countries should have the right to vote in British
Parliamentary elections. 4
The Committee considered the issue of allowing overseas voters to also
vote in local elections. However, some witnesses disagreed. The
Committee went on to recommend that overseas voters should only be
able to vote in UK Parliamentary elections. It concluded that:
Our own feeling is that it is the lack of an opportunity to express a
view on government policy at a national level which provides the
most legitimate ground for complaint, and that the argument is
less strong when applied to local issues. The Home Office thought
that there was “little demand’’ to vote at local elections, and we
do not imagine that, even if such a right were available, it would
be very generally exercised. 5

The Government response to the Committee’s report recommended a
seven-year limit, noting that “in the Government’s view a person’s links
with the United Kingdom are likely to have weakened significantly if he
has lived outside it for as long as ten years”. 6 The Government also
recommended that the right be extended to British citizens living in
non-EEC countries, saying that it would find it hard to defend provisions
giving British citizens the right to vote in Paris, but not in New York.

4

5
6

Home Affairs Select Committee: Representation of the People Act 1949. First
Report, HC 32 1982-3, para 27
Ibid, paragraphs 51 and 52
The government reply to the first report from the Home Affairs Committee. Session
1982-83. HC32-I Representation of the People Acts, Cmnd 9140 January 1984
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On whether overseas voters should be able to vote in local elections, the
government agreed, saying:
It accepts the Select Committee’s view that electors resident
abroad should not have the right to vote at local elections. 7

There was a period of consultation before legislative proposals were
brought forward; the Representation of the People Act 1985
subsequently made provision for British citizens who were resident
overseas to remain on the electoral register in the UK for a period of 5
years. The Bill, as introduced, had a time limit of 7 years, but during the
first session of the Committee of the whole House this was amended on
division (382 votes to 21) to the 5-year limit. 8
The Bill also originally included provisions for children who left the UK
before the age of 18 to register as an overseas voter once they came of
age, by virtue of a residential address of a parent. This was removed by
an amendment moved by the Labour Party that was accepted by the
government. David Mellor MP, the Home Office Minister, spoke of the
practical difficulties of determining which constituency they should be
registered in. He told the House:
Should they qualify through their parents and be entitled to vote
in the constituency in which their parents were registered, or
should they qualify in relation to the constituency in which they
had previously resided, which might be different from the
constituency in which their parents had lived? Both of those
alternatives contained practical drawbacks.
Having regard to the importance which the Opposition attach to
this amendment and to the very reasonable basis that my right
hon. and learned Friend the Home Secretary gave in the previous
debate for reaching an accommodation over matters of
constitutional significance like the Representation of the People
Bill, the best thing that I can do on behalf of the Government is to
recommend to my hon. Friends that they should accept the
amendment. 9

The House of Commons also accepted an Opposition amendment to
the Bill on report that an overseas declaration must include a statement
from the applicant that they did not intend to reside permanently
outside the United Kingdom. 10
Take up of the ability to register by those eligible was low. The
Commencement Order implementing the provisions of the Act relating
to registration of overseas voters took effect in July 1986. In the first
year, just over 11,000 overseas were registered (February 1987 figures).
In the following three years the number of overseas registered were:

7
8
9
10

February 1988

2,092

February 1989

1,836

February 1990

1,237

Cmnd 9140 January 1984, p10
HC Deb 29 January 1985, cc181-243
HC Deb 29 January 1985, c226
HC Deb 27 February 1985, c415
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2.2 The Representation of the People Act 1989
The Government committed to keep the new arrangements introduced
by the 1985 Act under review.
The level of overseas registration under the 1985 Act was far lower than
expected despite overseas publicity. Some of the apparent lack of
enthusiasm for the new scheme was attributable to its practical
complications, including the need for the elector to take all the steps to
register without reminders.
The Conservative manifesto for the 1987 general election promised to
extend the period of eligibility but was not specific about a new time
limit. 11
A period of consultation with all interested bodies followed, with a
consultation paper issued in April 1988. 12 This suggested a new time
limit of between 7 and 20 years, or even an unlimited qualification.
In the Parliamentary session 1988-89, a further Bill was introduced to
extend and simplify the scheme. Clause 1 extended the time limit on
voting after a person has left; clauses 2 and 3 enabled children who had
left the UK before being on the electoral register to apply for an
overseas vote at their parent or guardian’s previous registration address.
Clause 4 abolished the requirement for an overseas elector to make a
statutory declaration in which they state they have any intention to
reside permanently outside the UK and clause 5 allowed for reminder
notices to be sent to existing overseas voters.
The Bill, as introduced, proposed a 25-year period, but this was reduced
to 20 years following amendments which were accepted by the
Government. At the committee stage the Labour Party tabled an
amendment that the time limit should be increased to 20 years instead
of the 25 years proposed in the Bill. The amendment was moved by
Alistair Darling, who said:
We see that there is an argument for extending the time after
which a voter may vote in elections in the country, but we do not
believe that 25 years is justified.
We believe that a period of five years was unduly restrictive,
especially as it is now clear that a number of people will leave this
country perhaps to take up work in Europe or in other parts of the
world but will still maintain a lively interest in the affairs of this
country. 13

Jeremy Corbyn (Labour) tabled an amendment that specified an
amendment of 10 years saying that it was “nonsense to enfranchise
people who have lived abroad for 25 years”. 14 Gary Waller
(Conservative) proposed an amendment that 15 years should be the
time limit saying, “There can be no objective way of determining how
long the period should be, but if 25 years is considered right to denote
a continuing link with this country…one might consider 15 years
11
12
13
14

The Next Steps Forward 1987
Dep NS 3902 see HC Deb 29 April 1988 c 285-6W
HC Deb 5 July 1989, c411
HC Deb 5 July 1989, c413
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appropriate to denote a link with a certain constituency. For those
reasons, I have opted for 15 years.”
In winding up the debate on which time limit to select, the Home Office
Minister, Douglas Hogg concluded that the Government was prepared
to accept Alistair Darling’s amendment on the basis of seeking
consensus:
Judged against the general proposition which I have set out, the
amendments proposing 10 and 15 years are too short. Neither 10
nor 15 years would be appropriate, bearing in mind that the
general principle must be that British citizens have the vote unless
there is some jolly good reason to the contrary. That leaves a
choice between 20 and 25 years. I am perfectly willing to concede
that, in a sense, we are plucking figures out of the air, and it is
difficult to say that there is a distinction of principle between 20
and 25 years. The hon. Member for Edinburgh, Central (Mr.
Darling) has described his amendment No. 4, which proposes 20
years, as a sensible compromise. In electoral matters, there is
much to be said for attracting as much support as possible around
a particular proposal for change, and because of that I
recommend to the Committee that amendment No. 4 be
accepted. 15

The amendment for 20 years was accepted by 144 votes to 27.
The provisions that extended the time limit to 20 years, modifications to
the declaration and the extension of the ability to register to those who
were children when they left the UK were commenced on the 1 April
1990. 16
Subsequently, the number of overseas voters registering increased to
over 34,000 by February 1991. However, after the initial surge numbers
fell back to between 10,000 to 20,000. They did not rise above 30,000
again until 2010 (See section 6).

2.3 Home Affairs Select Committee report
October 1998
The Home Affairs Select Committee published a report, Electoral Law
and Administration, in October 1998. The Committee considered the
provisions of the Representation of the People Act 1985 relating to
overseas voters.
Some witnesses considered that it was unreasonable for people who
have been away for so long to retain the right to vote arguing that
someone voting in a constituency many years after they had left would
have little knowledge of contemporary issues in the constituency.
Electoral administrators pointed out that there were costs attached to
registering overseas citizens and that reducing the time limit would
make the overseas voter registration system cheaper and easier to
operate.
In evidence to the Committee, the Labour Party and the Liberal
Democrats both argued that twenty years was perhaps too long a
15
16

HC Deb 5 July 1989, c422

Representation of the People Act 1989 (Commencement No. 2) Order 1990
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period but the Home Office reported that most of the correspondence it
had received on the issue was not from people calling for the 20-year
period to be lowered but from people resident abroad for more than
twenty years arguing for it to be increased. 17
The Committee took the view that the 20-year period within which a
British citizen living overseas could retain the right to vote was excessive
and recommended that the earlier limit of five years should be restored.

2.4 The Political Parties, Elections and
Referendums Act 2000
There was initially a provision in the Political Parties, Elections and
Referendums Bill 1999-2000 to reduce the limit to 10 years. During the
passage of the Bill amendments were proposed to review this new limit
and in the House of Lords at committee stage, the Government
suggested increasing the proposed limit from 10 years to 15 years. This
meant a reduction of five years on the status quo.
An amendment to create a 15-year limit was subsequently passed
unopposed. 18 This provision, in s141 of the Political Parties, Elections
and Referendums Act 2000, took effect from 1 April 2002 and is still in
place.
The Labour Government did not indicate that it had any plans to extend
the 15-year limit but there were calls to increase the registration rate
amongst British citizens living abroad. The Electoral Commission
launched campaigns to encourage British citizens abroad to register to
vote in UK elections. In 2009 the Commission issued a press release
describing its campaign before the forthcoming general election:
There are more than 5 million British citizens living abroad, but
only a few thousand of them have registered to vote in the
upcoming UK general election...
British citizens living abroad can register as overseas voters if they
have been registered to vote in the UK at any time within the past
15 years. Yet of the estimated 5.5 million British citizens living
abroad, less than 13,000 overseas voters are currently on a UK
electoral register.
Brits living overseas can vote by post or arrange for a proxy to
vote for them in a UK Parliamentary election and the Commission
has launched a campaign to encourage British citizens abroad to
register to vote ahead of the next general election.
Jenny Watson, Chair of the Electoral Commission, said:
“British citizens living abroad come from a wide variety of
backgrounds, but we know that most maintain strong links with
the UK. It is easier than ever before for British citizens abroad to
keep in touch with friends, family and colleagues back home and
many will also want to have their say in elections. 19

17
18
19

Home Affairs Select Committee, Electoral law and administration, HC 768 1997-98
HL Deb 22 November 2000 c924
Electoral Commission press release, 22 September 2009
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3. Votes for Life
The Conservative Party has included commitments to remove the 15year limit on overseas voter registration in each election since 2015. This
is its so-called ‘votes for life’ policy.
The documents accompanying the March 2021 budget included a
funding of £2.5 million to end the 15-year limit. 20 Legislation is
expected later in 2021. 21

3.1 The Government’s 2016 proposals
The Conservative Party’s manifesto for the 2015 general election had
included the following commitments about elections:
Building on our introduction of individual voter registration, we
will continue to make our arrangements fair and effective by
ensuring the Electoral Commission puts greater priority on
tackling fraud and considers insisting on proof of ID to vote. We
will complete the electoral register, by working to include more of
the five million Britons who live abroad. We will introduce votes
for life, scrapping the rule that bars British citizens who have lived
abroad for more than 15 years from voting. We will respect the
will of the British people, as expressed in the 2011 referendum,
and keep First Past the Post for elections to the House of
Commons. And we will introduce English votes for English laws,
answering the longstanding West Lothian Question in our
democracy. 22

After the general election, the commitment to bring forward a Votes for

Life Bill was included in the Queen’s Speech of 27 May 2015.
The briefing notes for the Queen’s Speech described the Votes for Life
Bill as follows:
The purpose of the Bill is to:
•

Scrap the current 15-year time limit on the voting rights of
British citizens living overseas for UK parliamentary and
European parliamentary elections, including provisions
relating to the registration of overseas electors.

The main benefits of the Bill would be to:
•

End the disenfranchisement after an arbitrary 15 years of
British citizens living abroad, enabling them to continue
voting in UK Parliamentary and European Parliamentary
elections.

•

Make it easier for overseas electors to cast their votes in
time to be counted.

•

Encourage larger numbers of British citizens living abroad
to register to vote in UK elections.

The main elements of the Bill are:

20

21
22

HM Treasury, Budget Report 2021: Protecting the jobs and livelihoods of the British
People, p48
BBC News, Long-term expats 'to get vote in UK elections', 3 March 2020
Conservative Party manifesto 2015, p49
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Franchise
The Bill would enable British citizens who are resident overseas to
continue to vote in UK elections after 15 years since they were last
resident and registered in the UK.
Electoral Registration
The Bill would provide for the secure and accessible registration of
overseas electors.
Electoral Administration
The Bill would contain provisions to make it easier for overseas
electors to vote in time to be counted.

During Business questions on 21 July 2016, the then Leader of the
House, David Lidington, was asked by Geoffrey Clifton-Brown about the
manifesto commitment. David Lidington indicated that extending the
franchise was a complex matter:
…because we would have to not just extend the franchise but
establish a new system of voter registration, which is not
straightforward given that voter registers no longer exist for
periods that go back earlier than 15 years. We have to find some
way of allocating those individuals to constituencies and verifying
a previous place of residence. 23

On 7 October 2016 the Government published a policy statement, A
democracy that works for everyone: British citizens overseas, which set
out how the 15 year rule would be removed and how all eligible British
citizens, who have lived in the UK and who are now living overseas, will
be given a lifelong right to vote in Parliamentary elections. 24 The
response to the feedback received was published on 8 February 2018. 25
The main points of the proposals were:
•

Registration would, as now, last for twelve months and would
then have to be renewed, but the Governments proposals
indicated that the renewal process would be made simpler.

•

Application will, as now, be allowed on paper forms or via the
GOV.UK online voter registration service (the online service is not
currently available for voters in Northern Ireland).

•

The identities of overseas electors will continue to be verified in
the same way as that of domestic electors (using their name, date
of birth and National Insurance number, with a separate
attestation process for those unable to provide a National
Insurance number).

•

Applicants who cannot provide a National Insurance number,
or who cannot be verified against existing Government records,
will additionally be asked to provide a copy (or the original, at

23

HC Deb 21 July 2016 c992

24

A democracy that works for everyone: British citizens overseas: policy statement,

25

A democracy that works for everyone: British citizens overseas - response to
feedback, Cabinet Office, 8 February 2018

Cabinet Office, October 2016
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the ERO’s discretion) of their current British passport as
documentary evidence.
•

Attestations will not be allowed from close relatives (spouse, civil
partner, parent, grandparent, brother, sister, child or grandchild)
of the applicant.

•

Overseas voters will be registered at a previous address in the UK
and the Electoral Registration Officer will need to be satisfied of
their connection with that address. This connection can be one of
previous registration (as now) or additionally by connection to a
previous residence.

•

The Cabinet Office expects for most people this will still be the
last address in the UK at which they were registered. This can be
verified by the local Electoral Registration Officer. If a person was
not previously registered, they will now be able to provide
evidence that they were previously resident at an address. This can
be either documentary evidence or an attestation. The Cabinet
Office policy document provides the list of suitable documentation
in Annex B.

•

The elections that overseas voters will be eligible to vote in will be
as before; they will continue to be able to vote in UK
Parliamentary elections but not in local government elections, nor
elections to the devolved legislatures or elections for police and
crime commissioners. Eligibility to vote in referendums will, as
now, be depend on the franchise chosen for the referendum.

Costs
Most of the costs of the new policy would be incurred by the local
authorities in the first instance but the level of costs will depend on the
number of newly eligible electors who decide to register which cannot
be predicted in advance.
The Government stated in the policy document that it intends to
provide funding for Electoral Registration Officers’ additional costs and
that further details of this will be announced in due course. 26

The Government asked for feedback to the policy statement from
the expatriate community and from those with technical electoral
expertise. There was no draft legislation in the policy document but
in a written statement the Minister, Chris Skidmore, indicated that it
was hoped the new policy would be in place before the next
scheduled Parliamentary general election, at the time due in May
2020. 27
The Conservative Party manifesto for the snap general election of June
2017 reiterated the Party’s commitment to end the 15-year rule and
legislate for ‘votes for life’, although no mention of overseas voters was
made in the Queen’s Speech that followed the election.

26
27

ibid
HCWS 166 10 October 2016

Number 5923, 12 May 2021 16

In December 2017, the Cabinet Office published the Government’s five
year Democratic Engagement Plan, Every Voice Matters: Building a

Democracy That Works For Everyone.
The document again included the commitment to introduce ‘votes for
life’ in time for the next scheduled UK Parliamentary general election.
This is now scheduled to be May 2022, following the snap election held
in June 2017.

3.2 Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19
The Bill was introduced by Glyn Davies as a Private Members’ Bill (a
ballot bill) on 19 July 2017. It was given a Second Reading on 23
February 2018 without a division. Although it was a Private Members’
Bill, the Bill and its explanatory notes were prepared with the assistance
of the Government and would have fulfilled the Government
commitments to introduce “votes for life” contained in the
Conservative Party manifestos of 2015 and 2017. After the General
Election, the commitment to bring forward a Votes for Life Bill was
included in the Queen’s Speech of 27 May 2015. 28
The Bill had three clauses. Clause 1 would have made the technical
changes to electoral law to end the 15-year limit on overseas voter
registration and extend the overseas vote to those overseas voter
applicants not previously registered to vote in the UK.
Clause 1 had two subsections. Clause 1(1) would have deleted the
existing sections 1 and 2 of the Representation of the People Act 1985
(as amended) and inserted new sections 1, 1A, 1B etc through to 1G.
New sections 1 and 1A would have replaced the existing section 1 of
the 1985 Act and new sections 1B to 1D would have replaced various
subsections of the existing section 2 of the 1985 Act. New sections 1E
to 1F would make new provision.
Clause 1(2) related to the eligibility of peers and voters in Gibraltar to
vote as overseas voters in European Parliamentary elections until the UK
leaves the EU.
Clause 2 made provision for minor and consequential amendments as a
result of the ending of the 15-year limit and clause 3 gives the
territorial extent and commencement provisions of the Bill.
More detail of the provisions included in the Bill are given in the Library
briefing, Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19.

Second reading debate
There was no cross-party consensus on the Bill with, broadly speaking,
Conservative Members supporting the Bill and most Labour Members
who spoke opposing the Bill. A notable exception was Mike Gapes, who
is an honorary president of Labour International and has long supported
ending the 15-year limit on overseas registration. One Liberal Democrat
MP spoke at second reading, Layla Moran and she spoke in favour of
the Bill.
28

Queens Speech briefing notes, May 2015.
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Members speaking against the Bill raised the issue of the time limit.
Some saw the current cut-off date as sensible, arguing that the longer
an ex-pat had been away from the country then the less likely they were
to have a connection with the UK. Supporters of the Bill argued that any
time limit was arbitrary and unfair.
Other issues raised included he security of the vote and the potential for
increased voter fraud. Opposition spokesperson, Cat Smith MP (Labour),
highlighted concerns by the Association of Electoral Administrators
(AEA) that scrapping the 15-year rule would increase the potential for
electoral fraud. 29 The AEA had raised concerns about the use of
attestation to confirm details of an overseas voter application. In its
response to the Cabinet Office policy statement on overseas voters, the
AEA noted:
There would be no way of checking if there is such a person living
at the stated address abroad. Is a sworn statement sufficient
security to prevent fraudulent applications when legal proceedings
are very unlikely to be taken forward given that both the applicant
and attestor are living abroad? 30

Cat Smith also raised another of the AEA’s concerns, on the additional
resource and time burdens in verifying applications. The AEA had
previously commented:
The checking of previous revisions of registers based on the
existing 15-year period is already resource intensive and time
consuming for EROs. Some applications contain vague or incorrect
previous addresses which can cause problems in checking the
register. With the removal of the 15-year rule, this is likely to
increase as applicants are more likely to forget the date they were
last registered and the precise address as time goes by. 31

Public Bill Committee
The Public Bill Committee held four sessions on the Bill. There were nine
divisions, but the Bill passed the committee stage without amendment.
The main points raised at the committee stage included reducing the
voting age and technical amendments on gradually introducing ‘votes
for life’ by extending the 15-year limit year on year, defining residence,
documentation required for proving eligibility, registration deadlines
during an election and donations from overseas voters. There were also
amendments that would have required a minister to produce reports
and assessments on the impacts of the Bill.

Report stage
This was held on Friday 22 March 2019. 32 Several amendments had
been tabled for consideration on report. 33 Philip Davies opened the
29
30

31

32

33

HC Deb 23 February 2018, c516
Association of Electoral Administrators, Response to the Government Policy

Statement dated October 2016 “A democracy that works for everyone: British
citizens overseas”, November 2016, p4
Association of Electoral Administrators, Response to the Government Policy
Statement dated October 2016 “A democracy that works for everyone: British
citizens overseas”, November 2016, p5

HC Deb 22 March 2019, c1346-70 and c1413-30 - Proceedings on the Bill were
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debate by moving New Clause 1. This was grouped with several other
new clauses.
At the end of the sitting discussion on the Overseas Electors Bill was
ongoing and no decision was taken on any amendments.
The Bill therefore stood adjourned and no progress was made.
Towards the end of the sitting, the Minister for the Constitution, Chloe
Smith, intervened to inform the House that the Government remained
committed to the ending of the time-limit:
May I take a moment to confirm that the Government remain
committed to scrapping the time cap? This remains a manifesto
commitment for the Government to fulfil, and we will return to
update the House in due course on our steps to do so. 34

The Bill is made no further progress.

3.3 2019 manifesto commitment
The 2019 Conservative manifesto commitment included the following:
We will make it easier for British expats to vote in Parliamentary
elections, and get rid of the arbitrary 15-year limit on their voting
rights. 35

The Queen’s Speech of December contained no mention specific
legislation to achieve ‘votes for life’. The Government’s briefing notes
accompanying the Speech included a pledge that legislation would be
brought forward in due course in the section on the constitution:
Work will continue on other areas related to our electoral system
and further measures will be brought forward in due course, such
as ensuring British citizens overseas can vote in Parliamentary
elections for life, by getting rid of the arbitrary 15-year limit on
their voting rights. 36

34
35
36

HC Deb 22 March 2019, c1427
Conservative Party Manifest: Get Brexit Done Unleash Britain’s Potential, p48
Queen's Speech December 2019: background briefing notes, p127
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4. Number of overseas voters
Summary
Until 2015 the number of registered overseas voters never exceeded 35,000. Increased
awareness of the ability to register as an overseas voter in 2015 and the Conservative Party
manifesto pledge to end the 15-year limit on registration saw registration levels increase to
over 100,000 for the 2015 General Election. This was followed by two high profile nationwide
polls in in 2016, the EU referendum, and 2017, the snap election called by Theresa May.
There were 285,000 overseas voters were registered at the 2017 General Election, Overseas
voters’ registration must be updated annually. As a result of no national polls where overseas
voters would be eligible to vote scheduled to take place in 2018, it appeared many overseas
voters did not re-registered. The December 2018 figure of registered overseas voters was
approximately 124,000. The snap general election of December 2019 saw that number rise to
just over 230,000. 37
Recent estimates of the number of British citizens living abroad have put the number at
around 5 million. 38 Until recently there were no estimates of how many of those 5 million
would be eligible to register to vote under the current arrangements (with the 15-year rule in
place).
In the Second Reading debate on the Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19, Cabinet Office Minister
said that the number of registered overseas voters at the June 2017 General Election, just over
285,000, represented about only 20% of the number likely to be eligible. This gives a
potential electorate of around 1.4 million.
In the run up to the June 2017 General Election the Cabinet Office told the New Europeans
campaign group that it estimated that up to 3 million British citizens living overseas would be
unable to register to vote because of the 15-year rule. 39

The table and chart below show the number of overseas electors on the
register for each year since 1987; this was the first year for which data
was recorded, following the Representation of the People Act 1985,
which first allowed British citizens resident abroad to register. The full
figures are shown in the appendix.
Until 2015 the number never rose above 35,000. There were small peaks
in the years when there is a general election (with the exception of 1991)
before falling again over the next few years.
The increase in numbers of overseas electors in 1991 can be attributed
to measures in the Representation of the People Act 1989 which
extended the period during which overseas voters could be registered to
vote in UK Parliamentary elections from 5 years to 20 years.

37
38

39

Electoral Commission, UK Parliamentary General Election 2019, p6
Electoral Commission, Report on the administration of the 7 May 2015 elections,
including the UK Parliamentary general election, July 2015, p36
Guardian, Three million expats denied general election vote, 22 April 2017
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Source: ONS, Electoral Statistics; General Registar Office for Scotland; Electoral Office for
Northern Ireland; OPCS; and House of Commons Library communication, Electoral
Commission electoral data 2017 and 2019.

Notes: The release date changed in 2001 from Feb to Dec. The 2013 and 2014 figures for
Scotland were published in March 2014 and 2015 respectively as opposed to being published
in December the same year previously. The 2015 figure is for the UK general election. The
2019 figure is for the UK general election

In 2015 and 2016 the numbers of registered overseas voters increased
significantly. In advance of the 2015 UK General Election the Electoral
Commission ran an overseas voter registration campaign (from 2
February to 17 April 2015). A record number of overseas voters were
registered for that election – almost 106,000 – three times the previous
record in 1991. 40 This was aided by the advent of online registration via
the gov.uk website, introduced in 2014, making it significantly easier for
overseas voters to apply to register.
The EU referendum, in June 2016, saw that record surpassed. The
referendum used the Parliamentary franchise which meant overseas
voters were eligible to vote. In December 2016, there were nearly
264,000 registered overseas voters. Over 135,000 of these were
registered during the Electoral Commission’s public awareness
campaign for overseas voters, which ran from 17 March to 9 June
2016. 41
The figure for the June 2017 General Election reached just over 285,000
registered overseas voters. The introduction of the ability to register to
vote online in Great Britain, which includes overseas voters, is also
thought to have had an impact on the number of overseas voters
registering.

40

41

Electoral Commission, Report on the administration of the 7 May 2015 elections,
including the UK Parliamentary general election, July 2015, p36
Electoral Commission, Analysis of the December 2016 electoral registers in the
United Kingdom, March 2017
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In December 2018, there were just over 124,000 registered overseas
voters. The Electoral Commission notes that
With no national polls during 2018 it seems likely that, as their
12-month registration period expires, many overseas voters have
not re-registered. 42

The Commission expected the number of overseas voters to rise again in
advance of a general election. Electoral Commission analysis indicates
that a forthcoming election motivates voters to apply to register:
Our analysis from 2017 shows again that a significant number of
people chose to apply to register to vote directly in response to…
the June general election. 43

This again appeared to be the case in 2019. The first debate on holding
and early general election in 2019 was on 4 September. 44 The daily
average of overseas voters using the Government’s online Register to
vote service from 1 January to 1 September 2019 was about 260.
The deadline to register to vote when the election was finally called was
26 November 219. The average number of applications from overseas
voters from 1 September to 26 November 2019 went up to nearly
1,900. 45
The number of overseas voters applying on the final day was nearly
18,000. The issue of registrations for overseas voters coming so close to
an election date is considered in Section 5.
The number of overseas voters registered on 1 December 2019, from
the annual official electoral registration statistics was just over 204,000.
The actual number registered in time for the 12 December 2019
General Election was just over 233,000. 46
An application made online via the service may not lead to the same
number of additions to the electoral register. Registration officers will
determine whether applications are successful. Many applicants may
already be registered and others may not be eligible to registered.

4.1 How many extra voters could there be?
Recent estimates of the number of British citizens living abroad have put
the number at around 5 million. 47 Until recently there were no estimates
of how many of those 5 million would be eligible to register to vote.
Not all UK citizens living abroad will currently be eligible to vote because
they have either been away for more than 15 years, or they had never
previously registered to vote in the UK.
In the Second Reading debate on the Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19,
Cabinet Office Minister said that the number of registered overseas
42
43

44
45
46
47

Electoral Commission, Analysis of electoral registration data, 1 August 2019
Electoral Commission, Electoral registration at the June 2017 UK general election
Report on the UK Parliamentary general election held on 8 June 2017, July 2017,
p14
HC Deb 4 September 2019c 291-315
Source: Gov.uk Voter registration dashboard, FOI request for data FOI2020/04507
ONS, Electoral statistics, UK: 2019
Electoral Commission, Report on the administration of the 7 May 2015 elections,
including the UK Parliamentary general election, July 2015, p36
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voters at the June 2017 General Election, just over 285,000,
represented about only 20% of the number likely to be eligible. This
gives a potential electorate of around 1.4 million under the current 15year limit.
In a research survey of UK citizens living overseas, conducted by the
Electoral Commission and published in September 2016, 58% of
respondents believed that they were currently registered and 30% of
potentially eligible overseas voters responding said that they had voted
in the 2015 UK General Election. 48
However, these figures should be treated with caution. The Electoral
Commission has highlighted the problem with gaining representative
data from British citizens overseas.
The number believing that they were registered does not tally with
estimates given by Cabinet Office Minister, Chloe Smith. Surveys on
voter behaviour and turnout are subject to errors as people may overestimate their likelihood of voting and may think they are registered
when they are not. 49

48

49

Electoral Commission, Survey of UK citizens living overseas Summary of findings,
September 2016, p3
See for example British Election Study releases, such as The myth of the 2017
youthquake election - Measuring turnout in surveys is particularly tricky. People who
don’t vote also tend to be more reluctant to take surveys… Second, some people
will tell you they voted when they actually didn’t. This makes it very difficult to work
out what the turnout rate amongst different groups actually was.
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5. Barriers to overseas voters
casting a ballot
Summary
Overseas voters sometimes face practical and administrative barriers to being able to cast their
vote in a UK general election.
The Electoral Commission has some evidence that the current registration process is poorly
understood. However, one of the main barriers to registered overseas voters having their votes
included in an election count is the amount time available to return their ballot papers. The
statutory election timetable is 25 working days.
Many overseas voters choose to vote by postal vote. They are allowed to appoint proxies too,
but many potential voters may no longer have someone available to act as a proxy voter on
their behalf.
Postal ballot packs cannot be sent until after the nomination of candidates’ deadline has
passed and ballot papers have been printed. The nomination deadline is six working days after
the dissolution of Parliament.
These problems are compounded when overseas voters register to vote in an election that has
already been called. The deadline for voters to register, including overseas voters, is 11
working days before polling day. An application received from an overseas voter on this
deadline means there is very little time for an application to be processed and for postal
ballots to be sent and returned in time to be included in the count. Electoral administrators
have highlighted that registering overseas voters requires a disproportionate amount of staff
resource.
The Electoral Commission has recommended that the UK Government needs to consider
innovative new approaches to improve voting for overseas electors particularly given its plans
to increase the number of British citizens living abroad who are eligible to vote.

In the 2016 survey conducted by the electoral Commission some of the
barriers highlighted to casting a ballot were identified. As noted in
section 4.1, the results are only indicative because of the problem of
obtaining a reliably representative sample. 50
Of the respondents, one in five (21%) had lived outside the UK for more
than 15 years. This means that they are unable to register to vote at all.
The ‘15 year-rule’ was understood by a majority of respondents, with
74% knowing that having been on the UK electoral register in the past
15 years is a requirement to qualify to be on the register as an overseas
voter. The ’15-year rule’ had lower awareness in those that had been
living abroad for more than 15 years.
However, there was some confusion over eligibility requirements, with
31% believing that receiving a UK state pension and 22% believing that
owning a property in the UK would make someone eligible to vote.
50

Electoral Commission, Survey of UK citizens living overseas Summary of findings,
September 2016
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There were also low levels of understanding that an overseas voter
registration had to be renewed annually. Just under a third (29%)
believed it is true that ‘UK citizens living overseas must renew their
registration once every 12 months’, while 38% believed this is false and
34% were unsure.
Of those who did not vote lack of awareness was a common reason.
One in five (21%) say that they didn’t know how to register, and the
same proportion said that they did not know how to vote.
Only 50% or respondents were aware that they can register to vote
online.
In their report on the 2017 General election, the AEA reported that
there were many incidences where overseas voters mistakenly believed
that they were be able to vote online or have their ballot papers emailed
to them. 51
Administrative problems were also a barrier to casting a vote once
registered. In the 2015 general election, 16% of respondents say that
an administrative reason, including not receiving their postal vote, was
the reason that they did not vote. Those claiming that they are
registered but that they did not vote are more likely to cite this as a
reason for not voting.
The election timetable is 25 working-days. for UK Parliamentary
elections it had previously been 17 working days but the law was
changed to increase the timetable to 25 working days (see section 8).
The first election that the new timetable was used was the 2015
General Election.
Although the timetable has been lengthened, overseas postal voters can
still face difficulties in getting their votes back in time.
Postal ballot packs cannot be printed and sent out until nominations
close. There is a period of four calendar weeks between the close of
nominations (when the details of the candidates to be printed on the
ballot papers are confirmed) and polling day.
Electoral Commission guidance to returning officers (ROs) is to prioritise
postal voting packs to overseas voters. However, each election there are
reports that some voters have been unable to return their ballot papers
in time to be included in the count. This is particularly the case for
voters registering close to or on the registration deadline for a given
election, which is 12 working-days before polling day.

5.1 General election 2015
In July 2015 the Electoral Commission published a report on the
administration of the 2015 general election. The Commission
commented that:
British citizens who live overseas are a particularly challenging
audience to reach. The dispersed nature of, and lack of data on,
51

Association of Electoral Administrators, AEA post-elections report 2017: It’s time for
urgent and positive Government action, p51
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the potential overseas electorate makes it difficult to produce
reliable statistics and while there are some estimates of the total
number of expatriates, there is no estimate at all for the sub-set of
eligible electors who meet the requirement of being on a UK
register within the last 15 years. 52

The Commission attributed the significant increase in the number of
overseas voters on the register in May 2015 (as compared to December
2014) to the new online electoral registration system which made it
easier for British citizens living abroad to apply to register to vote:
The number of overseas electors on the electoral register in May
2015 was 105,845. This represented a significant increase of
nearly four times the number registered in December 2014. 53

The Commission also made the following recommendation about
overseas voting:
Recommendation 5: Improving access to the voting process
for overseas electors
We will work with the UK Government and Returning Officers to
identify practical steps which could be taken to improve access to
the voting process for overseas electors at the next scheduled poll
where they are entitled to vote, including:
•

Ensuring that all Returning Officers include the correct
postage on postal ballot packs for overseas electors, so that
they can be delivered to voters and returned as quickly as
possible before polling day, including increasing the
funding provided by the UK Government to Returning
Officers for this purpose.

•

Explaining the practical implications of different voting
methods (such as postal voting or appointing a proxy) for
overseas electors, particularly if they are making an
application during the last month before polling day,
including on the www.gov.uk/register-to-vote website.

We will work with the UK Government and Returning Officers to
develop workable and effective proposals, which could be
included in the proposed Votes for Life Bill if legislation is
required, to make it easier for overseas electors to cast their votes
in time to be counted at elections. We will also continue our work
with the Electoral Advisory Board to consider how technology
might be introduced into a wider range of election activity. 54

5.2 General election 2017
Following the 2017 General Election, the Electoral Commission reported
that:
We recommended that ROs should ensure postal ballot packs for
future elections are issued to overseas electors as early as possible
and should include the correct return postage, so that they can be
delivered and returned by voters as quickly as possible before
52
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The May 2015 UK elections: report on the administration of the 7 May 2015
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elections, including the UK Parliamentary general election, Electoral Commission,
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polling day. We were pleased that the UK Government ensured
that ROs for the June 2017 general election could use the
International Business Response Service for overseas postal ballot
packs, despite the relatively short time between the
announcement of the election and the dispatch of postal ballot
packs to overseas electors.
Ahead of the 2017 general election we also advised overseas
electors to consider appointing a proxy living in the UK to cast a
vote on their behalf rather than voting by post. However, we
recognise that many British citizens living overseas, especially
those who have been away for a considerable period of time, may
not be able to identify an eligible person living in the UK who they
can appoint as their proxy. 55

The Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA) has voiced its concern
to the Government over the administrative challenges of registering
overseas voters:
In the vast majority of cases, overseas electors register
immediately prior to a [general election] and, as is traditionally the
case, immediately following the announcement of the election,
the volumes of applications received increased significantly.
The administration of overseas electors requires a disproportionate
amount of staff resource, mainly caused by the requirement to
check that the applicant had been registered within the local
authority area within the last 15 years. 56

The AEA also highlighted a practical issue with overseas voter
registration applications, that “a significant number of overseas electors
did not request absent voting facilities when originally applying to
register“. The AEA recommended that electors should, as part of their
original application and subsequent renewal, be required to specify
suitable absent voting arrangements.
It also highlighted that voters sometimes have unrealistic expectations
about receiving ballot papers in time when they have registered very
close to polling day, noting that its members faced “unnecessary and
unreasonable criticism as a result”. 57
In their report on the 2017 General Election, the Association of Electoral
Administrators (AEA) said that dealing with overseas electors provided
“one of the biggest administrative challenges this year”. 58
The timing of the 2017 snap election caused some issues with overseas
voter renewals for voters and administrators. An overseas voter
registration is valid for 12 months. It meant that many overseas voters
who had registered in order to vote in the EU referendum on 23 June
2016 were due to renew their registration in the run up to the 8 June
2017 General Election.
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Report on the 8 June 2017 UK Parliamentary general election , December 2017, p15
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The deadline for overseas voters to register to be included on the
register used on polling day is the same as for ordinary voters resident in
the UK - midnight, 12 working days before polling day. The AEA
highlights that this timescale can mean applications for overseas voters,
particularly those close to the deadline, provides insufficient time for
postal votes to be sent abroad and returned in time so that they can be
counted.
The AEA has called for review of all election and electoral registration
deadlines should be undertaken as a matter of urgency, specifically
considering those that apply to the registration of electors, overseas
electors and absent voting. 59
The AEA has also called for that overseas electors should be required to
make suitable absent vote arrangements at the time they register to
vote. The request for an absent vote is currently a separate stage to the
registration and electoral administrators have reported that this has led
to situations where overseas electors will have been registered but then
unable to participate without returning to their polling station in the
UK.
The AEA recommends that overseas electors should, as part of their
original application and subsequent renewal, be required to specify
suitable absent voting arrangements or confirm that they wish to vote
at their allocated polling station in the UK at the time of applying. 60
Some AEA members expressed concern at the International Business
Response Licence for the return envelopes for overseas postal votes and
the AEA has called for an evaluation of the licence for future national
polls. 61 Although some reported the system had worked well, some of
the comments received by AEA members indicated that some
international reply envelopes were not recognised by local postal
services (some were returned with ‘not enough postage paid’ marked
on them and in some places voters were required to pay postage).
Some AEA members had concerns about the speed of return by other
postal services. In one area, a number of envelopes that arrived too late
for inclusion in the count were date stamped (in the country from which
they were sent) two weeks before polling day.
The Government’s response to the AEA and Electoral Commission
reports on the 2017 General Election acknowledged the concerns:
The Government recognises the difficulties with postal voting
from overseas and has already amended the timetable for
parliamentary elections to maximise the time available for postal
vote packs to be printed, posted and returned. It also recognises
the pressures on Electoral Administrators when dealing with last
minute requests.
The Government must look to strike the right balance between
providing a system which is accessible to overseas electors,
workable for electoral administrators and protects the security and
integrity of electoral registration. We agree that overseas electors
59
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should be encouraged to register as early as possible ahead of the
registration deadline and will look to further improve the
messaging on GOV.UK to more clearly highlight the need to make
an absent vote application and the choices open to people living
abroad. 62

The Voting when you’re abroad page on the gov.uk website now states:
You can vote in UK Parliament elections.
You may be able to vote in referendums. Each referendum has
different rules on who can vote in it.
You can vote by post or proxy, if you’re eligible. You’ll be asked to
make this choice when you register.
You’ll then need to apply by filling in and posting one of the
following:
the paper form to apply for a postal vote
the paper form to apply for a proxy vote
You can also ask for it to be emailed or posted to you when you
register online. 63

2019 Election
There were just over 230,000 registered overseas voters at the 2019
General Election. 64
The potential barriers to overseas voters being able to participate in a
general election were again brought into focus by the snap general
election held in December 2019. Although there was much speculation
in 2018 and 2019 about possible elections to break the deadlock over
the Brexit process, the actual date of the election was not known until
the end of October 2019.
In its statutory report on the administration of the 2019 election, the
Commission again highlighted the problems faced by registered
overseas voters.
We received feedback after the election from more than 500
overseas voters. The most frequent problem they mentioned was
not receiving their postal vote in time to complete it and send it
back. Overseas electors were dependent on the speed of the
postal service in the country where they live. 65

The Commission noted there had been some improvements in 2019:
At the 2019 general election, the Cabinet Office and Royal Mail
put in place a system for faster delivery of postal ballot packs to
overseas electors. This does appear to have improved the
experience for some electors, but there was still not enough time
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for overseas electors in some countries to return their votes in
time for them to be counted. 66

The Commission noted that if the 15-year rule is to be removed more
voters are potentially going to be affected by the problems experienced
by existing overseas voters. It recommended new approaches should be
sought to enable overseas voters to have confidence that their vote will
be included:
Overseas electors should be able to expect that their vote will be
counted. The UK Government should consider innovative new
approaches to voting for overseas electors, using evidence from
other countries. This could include the ability to download and
print postal ballot papers or vote at embassies and consulates. 67
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6. Representing overseas
constituents
As noted above, currently eligible overseas voters must be registered in
the last constituency they were registered in before they left the UK.
Voters who never registered to cannot currently register as overseas
voters unless they were children when they left the UK (in which case
they may use the registration address of a parent or guardian). If the
Government proposals to end the 15-year limit are implemented then
those who never previously registered will be able to register at the last
address they were resident before leaving the UK.
There is no specific guidance for MPs on constituency correspondence
with expatriates, whether they are registered as overseas voters or not.
Nor are there any legal restrictions on how a Member of Parliament
undertakes their duties.
In his evidence to the Modernisation Committee’s 2007 inquiry into the
role of the back bench Member, the then Clerk of the House wrote that
“how backbenchers perform their role as Members of the House is
largely a matter for each Member to decide”. 68 The Code of Conduct
for Members of Parliament simply states that Members have a “special
duty” to their constituents. 69
The convention that Members should only handle casework on behalf
of their own constituents does not go beyond that basic outline. It
offers no advice to individual Members as to how they should undertake
such casework, as the following extract from the Library’s Briefing Paper
on Members and Constituency Etiquette 70 demonstrates:
“The simple, general principle is that any citizen in the United
Kingdom should first get in touch with his own constituency
representative”. 71 Edmund Marshall, formerly MP for Goole, so
wrote in the fullest account, yet to appear, about the practicalities
of a Member’s dealings with his constituents. He continued:
There is a convention, almost universally observed on all sides of
the House of Commons, that Members deal with personal
inquiries only from their own constituents. 72
The corollary of this is that when a Member is contacted by
someone who is not her or his own constituent, that person
should be referred without delay to the constituency Member. 73

There have been suggestions that there should be a MP specifically for
British citizens living overseas; similar suggestions for a MP for the
68
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armed forces serving abroad have also been made. During the second
reading debate on the Overseas Electors Bill 2017-19, several Members
made reference to the arrangement that exists in France, where 11
seats in the Assemblée Nationale are reserved for French nationals living
overseas. The 11 seats constituencies cover different zones of the world
outside France and French territories (which have their own seats in the
Assemblée Nationale).
The Government has said it does not support such an arrangement for
the House of Commons.
The Government does not support the creation of parliamentary
constituencies for overseas electors. The current and proposed
overseas voting arrangements are based on the principle that
overseas electors continue to have some form of connection to
the area of the country where they were last resident. This is the
approach taken generally in other democracies with overseas
voting.
The creation of overseas constituencies would also require
changes to the way that electoral administration (the registration
of voters and the conduct of polls) is organised in Great Britain,
where responsibility lies at the local authority level. It would clearly
not be appropriate for the Government to carry out these
functions for overseas constituencies. 74

It is also sometimes difficult for MPs for British citizens living abroad to
assist with problems raised by their constituents which concern the
government and administration of the country in which they live and
where the UK Government has no jurisdiction; having MPs for specific
areas overseas would not solve this dilemma.
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7. Previous attempts to change
the 15-year rule
The issue of the 15-year limit was raised during the passage of the
Electoral Registration and Administration Bill 2012-13 in the House of
Commons. Geoffrey Clifton-Brown (Conservative) proposed that a new
clause should be added to the Bill to remove the 15-year rule. Mr
Clifton-Brown explained the reasons for his amendment to the Bill:
According to the Institute for Public Policy Research, 5.6 million
British citizens currently live abroad. The shocking truth is that
although, as of last December, about 4.4 million of them were of
voting age, only 23,388 were registered for an overseas vote,
according to the Office for National Statistics’ electoral statistics.
Out of 4.4 million potential overseas voters, only 23,000-odd are
actually registered! Half the problem is the difficulties of the
registration process, which I brought before the House during the
clause 1 stand part debate on 18 June, but the other half of the
problem is the cut-off limit or qualifying period. 75

The then Parliamentary Secretary, David Heath, replied that the
Government would give the issue serious consideration, but that it
would not rush into a decision “not because of any wish to obstruct,
but simply because the question of extending the franchise is a
fundamental one, and both the Government and the House would have
to feel comfortable with doing that”. 76 The amendment was
subsequently withdrawn.
The Bill received its second reading in the Lords on 24 July 2012 and
Lord Norton of Louth raised the issue of overseas voters during the
debate:
I appreciate the reasons for not wishing to rush to judgement.
There are practical issues as well as the issue of principle raised by
the Minister-the two come together in terms of ensuring the
integrity of the ballot. However, there is a countervailing principle
in respect of the rights of those who, while they may live abroad,
retain British citizenship. It will be helpful if my noble friend gives
some indication of the Government's thinking in the light of the
discussions in the other place. 77

Lord Lexden also called for the 15-year rule to be abolished:
There are some, such as Mr Clegg, who are inclined to say that
our fellow country men and women abroad should take the
nationality of the country in which they reside, even though I
understand that Mrs Clegg, who retains Spanish nationality, has a
lifetime's right to vote in Spain's elections. There are others who
say that because they pay no taxes here they should not vote
here, but many do pay taxes. In any case, other countries do not
admit taxation as a principle for access to their franchises. Others
say that our fellow citizens abroad cannot feel a strong
attachment to the United Kingdom after some years away from it.
However, in the age of the internet, they can follow closely what
is happening in their native land and, as online participants,
contribute powerfully to developments taking place here whether
they live in Perugia, Portugal or Pennsylvania.
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I set out the case for change more fully in a debate initiated by
the noble Lord, Lord Wills, in January and I propose to return to it
in Committee. The Government have this great issue under active
consideration, as the Minister confirmed in a Written Answer to
me on 25 June. There could be no better time for action than in
this Diamond Jubilee year. Some 5.6 million subjects of Her
Majesty live abroad. Many of them today stand hopefully at the
bar of British democracy. Let all those who wish to join us be
allowed to enter. 78

Lord Wallace of Saltaire responded for the Government and said there
were no plans to extend the 15-year rule:
I had a conversation off the Floor of the House with the noble
Baroness, Lady Hayter, in which we agreed that we are both
being lobbied heavily by our local party organisations from
Brussels and Luxembourg on this issue. The Government do not
have any plans at the present moment to lengthen the period
from leaving the country beyond 15 years, nor do we have any
really ambitious plans to do what is done in some other countries,
which is to allow voting in embassies and consulates. However,
the longer electoral period will help. 79

The issue was raised again during consideration of the Bill at Report
stage in the House of Lords when Lord Lexden moved another
amendment to insert a new clause which would extend the 15-year
time period. The amendment was withdrawn after Lord Wallace
responded that the Government had listened to the arguments but had
decided that:
There are large questions here about what rights we might grant,
for how long and for how many people we might grant them,
and whether we should grant them for people who were born
abroad. We might appropriately consider these questions, but, I
suggest, not in the context of the Bill. 80

Lord Wallace also suggested that an all-party inquiry into the issue
might be the best way forward.
A Parliamentary Question answered in February 2013 confirmed that
the Coalition Government had no immediate plans to make changes to
the legislation:
The Government is considering whether the 15-year limit into
voting rights for British citizens overseas remains appropriate, but
has no immediate plans to alter the legislation. 81

The (then) EU Justice Commissioner, Viviane Reding, criticised the UK’s
policy on overseas voting in January 2014, arguing that:
The right to vote is one of the fundamental political rights of
citizenship. It is part of the very fabric of democracy […] Depriving
citizens of their right to vote once they move to another EU
country is effectively tantamount to punishing citizens for having
exercised their right to free movement. Such practices risk making
them second-class citizens. 82

In September 2014, the Conservatives indicated that they would
introduce a manifesto commitment to remove the cap that prevents
78
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Britons from voting in UK parliamentary elections after they have been
out of the country for 15 years and allow them the vote for life. 83
Conservative Party Chairman, Grant Shapps, was quoted by the
Financial Times as having said:
It’s extraordinary that millions of British people have been
deprived of their right to vote by bureaucratic rules and complex
red tape. […] The next Tory government will abolish unfair rules
excluding millions from voting. 84

In October 2014, a Liberal Democrat spokesman said:
The Power to the People Policy paper from the spring conference
suggests a consultation on allowing expats to be represented via
overseas constituencies (as the French have) and a consultation on
whether we should allow reciprocal voting arrangements with
other EU countries (eg allowing British citizens resident in, for
example, Austria to vote in their elections and vice versa […]
We would not legislate on any changes to electoral arrangements
between now and the next election – given the difficulty of
getting any controversial legislation on voting arrangements
through. 85

7.1 All-party working group on overseas
voting
In June 2013, an all-party working group on overseas voting was
launched with Lord Norton as its Chair. Various blogs for overseas
voters have referred to the Group. 86
In March 2014, the Group published a report entitled Enhancing
engagement in the electoral process by British expatriates. It
recommended:

83
84

•

A Cabinet Office Minister should be given specific
responsibility for co-ordinating all Government
Departments to increase radically the take-up of overseas
voting.

•

The Electoral Commission should devote more resources to
registering citizens living abroad and be given a target of
100,000 registered voters.

•

There should be more data sharing by public bodies to
identify citizens living overseas along with dissemination of
information about eligibility to vote.

•

There should be a greater use of social and other media for
disseminating information about eligibility and the means
of voting.

•

The Foreign Office as well as embassies and consulates
should emphasise the civic duty of voting and ensure that
expatriate voters are valued as British citizens.

Daily Telegraph, “Tories pledge to give vote back to all expats”, 1 September 2014
Financial Times, “Conservative party seeks to tap elderly expat vote”, 5 September
2014
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•

The Government should undertake a feasibility study of
electronic voting, with a possible trial of such voting in
areas with high levels of expatriate voters.

The report concluded, amongst other things, that:
We have argued that it is important for Government to take
seriously the issue of the voting rights of UK citizens who are
living abroad. The Government has placed stress on the need to
encourage British citizens who are eligible to register to vote to do
so and ensure as far as possible an accurate and complete
electoral register. UK nationals living abroad, and who have done
so for not more than 15 years, have a statutory entitlement to be
on the electoral register. There is no case for treating them as
second-class citizens, regarding them as people who have little
interest in the UK and who have left these shores never to return.
As we have argued, this is an ill-informed and lazy view and one
that works against the interests of the United Kingdom. Our
citizens living and working abroad are a major asset and could be
even more so if HM Government makes clear that they are valued
and that their engagement in the electoral process is not only a
right but also something to be encouraged. The sooner steps are
taken, along the lines recommended above, the better.

7.2 Ruling of the European Court of Human
Rights 7 May 2013
Harry Shindler, a British citizen who has lived in Italy since 1982, has
long fought for a change in the law to allow him to vote in UK
Parliamentary elections. He first took his case to the European Court of
Human Rights in 2009 and has argued that no time limit should be
imposed on the right of British citizens living overseas to vote in the
UK. 87
In its judgment on 7 May 2013, (Shindler v United Kingdom [2013]
ECHR 423) the European Court of Human Rights ruled that there had
been no violation of Article 3 of Protocol No 1 (right to free elections) of
the European Convention on Human Rights and decided that the UK’s
electoral law “had not gone too far in restricting the right to Mr
Shindler’s right to free elections”. 88
The Court also found that:
...allowing non-residents to vote for 15 years after leaving the
country was not an unsubstantial period of time. Having regard to
the significant burden which would be imposed if the United
Kingdom were required to ascertain in every application to vote
by a non-resident whether the individual had a sufficiently close
connection to the country, the Court was satisfied that the
general measure in this case promoted legal certainty and avoided
problems of arbitrariness and inconsistency inherent in weighing
interests on a case-by-case basis.
The Court concluded, having regard to the margin of appreciation
available to the United Kingdom in regulating its parliamentary
elections, that the restriction imposed on Mr Shindler’s right to
vote was proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued. 89
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In 2016, Mr Shindler, along with Jacquelyn MacLennan, also took a case
to the High Court challenging the legality of the franchise for the
referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU (see section 4.5 below)

7.3 The Overseas Voters (15 Year Rule) Bill
2014-15
A ten-minute rule bill 90 (the Overseas Voters (15 Year Rule) Bill 2014-15)
was introduced on 2 December 2014 by Geoffrey Clifton-Brown. 91 Mr
Clifton Brown again highlighted the low levels or registration and the
difficulties overseas voters had experienced before the availability of
online registration:
I have been pressing the Electoral Commission for some time
dramatically to step up its efforts to increase the number of
eligible overseas voters, and I am pleased it has now accepted a
target of 100,000 voters to be registered by May 2015—before
the general election.
There are some possible reasons why overseas citizens do not
register to vote. It might be that many are simply not aware of it,
so we should do more, through passports, pensions and
Government Departments, to make them aware of their rights.
Until recently, it has been a long, drawn-out process, involving
paper forms having to be sent across the world simply to register,
but under changes made by this Government, I am pleased to say
we have now made progress, and people living abroad can now
register to vote online in just a few minutes at
www.gov.uk/register-to-vote. A further deterrent was the time it
took to return postal votes from around the world, but again the
Government have recently introduced changes to the individual
voter registration system increasing the period for returning postal
votes from 17 to 25 days, which will be of considerable advantage
to people living around the world.
[…]
I strongly believe that one reason registration numbers are so long
is the deterrent effect of the 15-year rule. I have had people
contacting me from all around the world, saying “What is the
point in registering to vote now, when I will lose my vote after 15
years?” It is not that they do not want to vote, but that they do
not want to have to register and then lose that right.

The Bill did not make any further progress.

7.4 The Overseas Voters Bill 2015-16
Christopher Chope MP (Conservative) originally introduced this private
member’s Bill just before the general election of May 2015. The Bill
introduced on 6 July 2015 again made provision for requiring the
Electoral Commission to register overseas voters; for removing the 15
year limit; and for allowing internet voting for overseas voters. 92 The Bill

In the House of Commons, Bills introduced under the ten-minute rule are one of the
ways in which backbench MPs (private Members) can introduce legislation.
However, the process is used more as a means of making a point on the need to
change the law on a particular subject as there is little parliamentary time available.
They mainly provide the opportunity for MPs to test Parliament's opinion on a
particular subject.
91
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had its second reading debate on 26 February 2016 but was withdrawn
at the end of the debate and will not proceed further. 93
Christopher Chope set out his arguments for removing the 15-year rule,
which again highlighted low registration rates and participation in
democracy for those living overseas. He also highlighted the issue of
British pensioners living overseas and frozen overseas pensions (the issue
is explained in more detail in Library briefing, Frozen Overseas Pensions).
So what would be the benefit of this? Apart from the benefit to
democracy, it would assist in campaigns such as one that I very
strongly support, which is the campaign for an end to the
discrimination against British pensioners living overseas. It would
mean that those who are campaigning to ensure that there is
equal treatment between British pensioners living overseas and
those living in the United Kingdom would have more clout. At the
moment, there are a handful of these people in each constituency
able to vote, and they cannot really make a difference in the
general election, but if more of them were eligible to vote, and
did vote, they would be able to lobby much more effectively and
we might find that the Government were more responsive to their
concerns than they seem to be at the moment. 94

Speaking for the Opposition, Ian Lavery said that the Labour Party was
unable to support the Bill but “had no objection to reviewing the time
limits on eligibility”. 95 He added:
There is nothing sacred about the 15-year limit. It has not always
been 15 years: it has been 20 years and five years in the past, but
now it has settled at 15 years. As the hon. Gentleman has said,
there are different rules in different countries. However, if we are
to consider changing the limit, or even removing it completely, as
has been argued, I do not believe that that should be done in
isolation. It should happen as part of a wider review of how we
can increase participation in elections in general.
The Conservative party made a manifesto commitment to
abolishing the 15-year rule, and we are still waiting for the votes
for life Bill to be introduced. Although we have no objection to
that in principle, if we want to extend the franchise the
Government should look again at giving the right to vote to 16
and 17-year-olds in this country. 96

The Minister, John Penrose, agreed with the principle of the Bill but said
that parliamentary draftsmen were currently working on the
Government’s own Bill. 97
He welcomed the Opposition’s statement that it had no objection to
reviewing the 15-year rule. Oliver Colvile pressed the Minister on the
timetable for introducing the Bill but John Penrose indicated only that
this would be “in due course”. The Minister also urged Christopher
Chope to withdraw his Bill “while he waits for our Bill to arrive, which I
hope will not be too much longer.” 98
The Bill was withdrawn.
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7.5 Shindler and Maclennan
Harry Shindler, who as noted above had previously taken the
Government to the European Court of Human Rights and who has lived
in Italy since 1982, and Jacquelyn MacLennan, who has lived in Brussels
since 1987, took a case to the High Court. Neither would be able to
vote in the EU referendum on 23 June 2016 because of the 15-year
rule.
They challenged the legality of the franchise for the referendum which,
because it was based on the Parliamentary franchise, would exclude
British citizens who have lived abroad for more than 15 years. Shindler
and Maclennan claimed that the 15-year rule, as applied to eligibility to
vote in the EU referendum, constituted a restriction on their rights of
free movement
Harry Shindler had previously taken a case to the European Court of
Human Rights in 2009 (see above 4.2). In its judgment on 7 May 2013,
The European Court had ruled that the time limit on voting for overseas
voters was not a violation of Article 3 of Protocol No 1 (right to free
elections) of the European Convention on Human Rights.
The High Court’s judgment on the EU referendum case on 28 April
2016 rejected Shindler and MacLennan’s claim.
Shindler and MacLennan sought leave to appeal the judgment in the
Court of Appeal; this application was heard on 9 May 2016 and leave to
appeal was refused by the Court in a judgment on 20 May 2016.
On 24 May 2016 the Supreme Court refused Shindler and MacLennan’s
application for permission to appeal the Court of Appeal’s judgment
which will therefore stand. Giving the Court's decision, Lady Hale
(Deputy President of the Supreme Court) said:
We should make it clear that the question is not whether this
particular voting exclusion is justifiable as a proportionate means
of achieving a legitimate aim.
The question is instead, firstly, whether European Union law
applies at all, as only if it does so is there any possibility of
attacking an Act of Parliament; and secondly, if so, whether there
is any interference with the right of free movement.
Assuming for the sake of argument that European Union law does
apply, we have decided that it is not arguable that there is an
interference with right of free movement, for the reasons given by
the Divisional Court and the Court of Appeal.
We do have considerable sympathy for the situation in which the
applicants find themselves and we understand that this is
something which concerns them deeply. But we cannot discern a
legal basis for challenging this statute.
Accordingly the application for permission to appeal is refused. 99
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8. Lengthening of the electoral
timetable
There had been concern that there was insufficient time in the
Parliamentary election timetable for postal ballot papers to be sent out
to and be returned by overseas voters in time to be counted on polling
day. The Parliamentary election timetable was lengthened to 25 days
from 17 days by the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013
and this took effect from the general election in May 2015. 100
Ballot papers cannot be printed and sent out until after the close of
nominations. For the 2017 General Election this was 5pm on 11 May (if
no objections to nomination papers were received). It meant that ballot
papers to overseas voters in general did not start being sent out until
15-19 May 2017, with some local authorities not sending them out until
the following week. 101
Local authorities use the International Business Response Service for
overseas votes (and also BFPO addresses for service voters). Although
the extension of the election timetable has provided more time, some
electoral administrators still report problems with getting overseas votes
returned in time (see section 5 above).
The Electoral Commission and the Cabinet Office continue to
recommend that where possible overseas voters consider appointing a
proxy voter to vote on their behalf. In its report on the 2017 General
Election, the Electoral Commission note, however, that this could cause
problems for some overseas voters:
Many British citizens living overseas, especially those who have
been away for a considerable period of time, may not be able to
identify an eligible person living in the UK who they can appoint
as their proxy. 102

8.1 General election 2010
The Electoral Commission’s report on the administration of the 2010
general election had included the following comments on the effect of
the short Parliamentary timetable on overseas voting:
5.33 British citizens living overseas who had moved to another
country within the last 15 years, and who had previously been
registered in the UK, could register to vote in the UK general
election as an ‘overseas voter’. Overseas voters could choose to
vote by post or appoint a proxy.
5.34 Some overseas voters who had registered for a postal vote
have complained that they did not receive their postal ballot packs
in time to vote in the election, or that they did not receive them at
all. The election timetable meant that postal ballot packs could
only be issued after 20 April 2010 at the earliest, leaving two
weeks for ballot packs to be received by electors based overseas,
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completed and returned to Returning Officers in the UK before
10pm on 6 May.
5.35 It was clear at this election that the tight timescale for the
issue and return of overseas postal votes meant that some people
were not able to return their postal ballot packs in time for their
votes to be counted. The UK Government must take into account
these concerns as it considers rationalising the election timetable
as part of its planned introduction of fixed-term elections for the
UK Parliament. 103

8.2 House of Lords debate on 2 March 2011
A short debate in the House of Lords on voting arrangements for British
citizens living overseas and members of the armed forces serving abroad
was held on 2 March 2011. Viscount Astor asked whether the
government would consider changing the voting arrangements that
were currently in place; he suggested that it was very difficult for British
citizens living abroad to register and even more difficult for them to
successfully use their postal votes. Lord Astor noted that ‘the only sure
way for members of the armed forces to vote is by proxy’ and he
continued:
We seem to be the only EU country that does not encourage its
citizens living abroad to play an active part in their own country. It
is difficult to register and it is difficult to vote. You have to register
in the constituency where you last lived in the UK, and you have
to prove it, so many do not bother - it is a cumbersome
procedure. 104

Lord Astor also called on the government to look again at the 15-year
rule. Lord Lester of Herne Hill agreed and made the point that a number
of British citizens who worked abroad in international organisations did
not have the same voting rights as members of the armed forces,
Crown servants and employees of the British Council who were not
subject to the 15-year cut off rule. 105
Lord Lexden commented on the number of Conservative Party
associations abroad and said that when these associations were asked
why so few British citizens living abroad were registered to vote the
response was usually that ‘the process of registration is too complex and
cumbersome.’ 106 Baroness Gale also commented on the low registration
numbers for British citizens living overseas despite campaigns by the
Electoral Commission, most recently in the spring of 2010, to encourage
registration. 107
The Minister, Lord McNally, acknowledged that the Government should
address the issue of overseas voters; he said that of an estimated 5.5
million British citizens living abroad, only about 30,000 actually vote.
The Government was looking at the length of the election timetable
‘with a sense of urgency’ and that although there was not a great deal
of enthusiasm for it at present, there was a case for a study of electronic
voting in the UK. Lord McNally said the issues raised in the debate were
substantial and there should be a ‘really radical look at voting for our
103
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overseas residents and, very importantly, for our military’ early in this
Parliament. 108

8.3 2011 referendum on the voting system
Overseas voters were able to vote in the referendum on the voting
system on 5 May 2011 because the franchise for the referendum was
the UK Parliamentary franchise (adapted to allow Members of the
House of Lords to vote).
The Electoral Commission issued a press release on 2 March 2011 to
remind British citizens living overseas that the deadline to register to
vote was 14 April 2011. The Commission instructed Counting Officers
to send out ballot papers to overseas voters as soon as possible after
that date but noted in its report on the referendum that it was
concerned that:
...the current timetable does not allow sufficient time for overseas
electors to apply for, receive and return their postal vote in time
for it to be counted. There is little incentive for overseas electors
to participate if they cannot be confident that their vote will arrive
in time to be counted. 109

8.4 The Electoral Registration and
Administration Act 2013
The Electoral Commission had long recommended that the
Parliamentary election timetable should be lengthened to bring it into
line with the local election timetable. The Commission’s reasoning was
based on the increasing practice of combining local and general
elections but also on the benefits for absent voters that a longer
timetable would bring. Although, as noted in section 5, overseas voters
in some countries still experience difficulties in getting their ballots back
in time to be included.
The Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013 made provision
for the Parliamentary election timetable to be extended from 17 to 25
days. This provision was brought into force on 6 April 2014 by article 3
of the Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013
(Commencement No. 5 and Transitory Provisions) Order 2014.
In response to a Parliamentary Question in July 2014 on the steps taken
by the Electoral Commission to improve electoral registration, Gary
Streeter MP responded:
Thanks to the introduction of individual electoral registration,
overseas electors can now register online and no longer require
another British passport holder to countersign the registration
form. That change, supported by the Commission, should make it
easier for overseas voters to register. 110

During Topical Questions in July 2014 the then Deputy Prime Minister,
Nick Clegg, indicated that:
Online registration is making registering to vote quicker and more
convenient than ever before. It helps those based overseas, such
108
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as military personnel. He may know that we have removed the
requirement for applications from overseas voters to be attested,
except where identity cannot be established against the public
record. The Ministry of Defence conducts extensive information
campaigns with the support of the Electoral Commission every
year to encourage service personnel and their families to register
to vote. I hope that that will continue to raise the levels of
registration among those personnel. 111
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Appendix
Overseas electors on UK electoral register
1987 - 2019
Feb-87

11,100

Feb-88

2,092

Feb-89

1,836

Feb-90

1,237

Feb-91

34,454

Feb-92

31,942

Feb-93

22,131

Feb-94

18,552

Feb-95

17,934

Feb-96

17,886

Feb-97

23,583

Feb-98

17,315

Feb-99

13,677

Feb-00

10,669

Feb-01

11,496

Dec-01

13,009

Dec-02

9,786

Dec-03

8,552

Dec-04

9,669

Dec-05

19,002

Dec-06

15,099

Dec-07

11,295

Dec-08

12,926

Dec-09

14,890

Dec-10

32,725

Dec-11

23,526

Dec-12

19,399

Dec-13

i

16,031

Dec-14

i

27,005

Dec-15

108,275

Dec-16

263,962

Jun-17

iii

Dec-17

285,198
225,900

Dec-18

124,398

Dec-19

iv

204,231

Dec-19

v

233,588
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Sources:
ONS, Electoral Statistics and House of Commons Library communication
General Registar Office for Scotland, Electoral Statistics
Electoral Office for Northern Ireland, House of Commons Library communication
OPCS, Electoral Statistics
HC Deb 7 Apr 2005 c1573W, HC Deb 8 Jul 2003 c733W, HC Deb 28 Oct 1999 c962W
Electoral Commission report on the adminsitration of the 2015 General Election
Electoral Commission analysis of Dec 2016 electoral register.
Electoral Commission Electoral Data, 2017 general election
Electoral Commission statutory report on 2019 General Election

Notes:
(i) The 2013 and 2014 figures for Scotland were published in March 2014 and 2015
respectively as opposed to being published in December the same year previously
(ii) The figure for the May 2015 General Election
(iii) The figure for the June 2017 General Election is GB only
(iv) The figure for 1 December 2019 annual statistics
(v) The figure is for the 12 December General Election
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