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POLICY & ORGANISATION BOARD
WEDNESDAY, 25 NOVEMBER 2020
MAY 2021 LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND POLICE
& CRIME COMMISSIONER ELECTIONS
RETURNING OFFICER & ELECTORAL
REGISTRATION OFFICER
FOR DECISION

Purpose
To advise the Board of the steps being taken in preparation for the
‘triple’ elections being held on Thursday, 06 May 2021 in the current
Covid-19 pandemic.
Recommendations
1. To note the changes necessary to ensure a safe and efficient run
Poll during the Covid-19 pandemic;
2. To note that more changes and amendments may be required to
the current planning and procedures based on national, regional
or local restrictions placed on the Returning Officer, his appointed
staff, electors, candidates, agents and observers;
3. Authority be delegated to the Returning Officer to make changes
to the Polling Places required for use in these and future Polls
whilst the Coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic response is in effect.
1.0

Background

1.1

The Local Government elections for all Electoral Wards within the
Borough of Gosport and the Police & Crime Commissioner election
for the Hampshire Police Area were due to be held on Thursday, 07
May 2020. However, due to the national localdown due to the
Coronavirus pandemic affecting all parts of the United Kingdom in
the run up to the 2020 Polls, the UK Government passed legislation
postponing those elections until 06 May 2021.

1.2

May 2021 will be the first ‘triple’ election held in Gosport in memory.
All elections take meticulous planning, A triple election will cause
additional pressures and complications, and then taking into account
the additional planning and restrictions due to the Covid-19 will make
the May 2021 Polls unique.

1.3

Electoral Services staff normally begin working on May Polls in the
January, however due to Covid-19 initial planning and preparation
work has already began.

1.4

The Electoral Commission has already shared its public facing
communication plans with Returning Officers and Electoral Services
Managers this month. The Commissions 2021 Public Awareness
Campaign first phase will run from mid October until the end of
December 2020. This initial phase will cover:
1. Polling stations will be safe places to vote;
2. there are a range of voting options (in person, by post, proxy
appointment);
3. those who wish to vote by post should apply early.

2.0

Report

2.1

Preparations: Staffing
All staff on the Elections Staffing Database were written to at the end
of September outlining the working being undertaken by the
Electoral Services Core team, and some of the measures being
considered to ensure Covid-19 safe working environments and
processes for all aspects of the Poll (covering Polling Stations,
Postal Vote issue and opening, verification and count etc). This letter
also included an anonymous Covid Staff Questionnaire for return
asking whether they would be willing to work on the elections:
1. If the COVID-19 alert level were similar to today (Level 4)?
2. If the COVID-19 alert level was significantly higher than today
(Level 5)? For example, the government message were to
stay at home except for daily exercise, to undertake a key
worker role or to work in/attend a polling station?
3. If the COVID-19 alert level were lower than today (Level 2/3)?
For example, the government message were there are no or
minimal social distancing measures?

2.2

A copy of the letter template and the Covid Staff Questionnaire is
included in Appendix 1 of this report.

2.3

In total 409 letters and questionnaires were sent out to the
individuals on the database, and as of Friday, 13 November 2020
242 returns have been received. The analysis of the responses
received is as follows:
If the COVID-19 alert level were similar to today (4)?
Yes
170
No
47
Maybe
25
If the COVID-19 alert level was significantly higher than today (5)?
For example, the government message were to stay at home
except for daily exercise, to undertake a key worker role or to work
in/attend a polling station?
Yes
103
No
91
Maybe
48

If the COVID-19 alert level were lower than today (2/3)? For
example, the government message were there are no or minimal
social distancing measures?
Yes
194
No
26
Maybe
22
2.4

To give Elected Members an understanding on the number of staff
and the number of jobs required for elections, the table below shows
the election type and date along with the number of jobs required for
the election, and the total number of staff allocated/appointed. Some
staff complete more than one job e.g. work as Poll Clerk in the
Polling Station on Polling Day but also work on the issue and
opening of postal votes etc.
Date
Election type Number of
Number of
jobs
staff
appointed
03 May 2018
Borough of
696
235
Gosport
23 May 2019
European
610
209
Parliamentary
30 May 2019
Brockhurst
57
30
By-election
12 Dec 2019
UK
713
265
Parliamentary
General
Election
07 May 2020
Borough of
549
207
Gosport &
Police and
Crime
Commissioner
06 May 2021
Borough of
754
Gosport,
Hampshire
County
Council &
Police and
Crime
Commissioner

2.5

Preparations: Polling Places/Stations
Usually Polling Stations are booked in the January before the May
elections, however due to the Covid-19 restrictions, all current
designated Polling Places were written to on 09 October 2020 to
secure the locations for May 2021. This year, in addition to the usual
questionnaire on facilities etc, an additional Covid-19 Location
questionnaire was also included with the Booking Confirmation
Letters. A copy of the template letter and the questionnaire has been
included in Appendix 2.

2.6

The responses received from the Polling Places to date have not
caused any concerns or issues for their use in May 2021. Most
locations will already have in place a Covid Secure Assessment, but
those that do not will be visited by the Electoral Services team to
undertake a Covid Risk Assessment for the May 2021 Polls.

2.7

Whilst every endeavour will be made by the Returning Officer for the
upcoming elections to use the Polling Places approved by Full
Council at its meeting on Wednesday 18 December 2019, the
current Covid-19 pandemic might mean that changes will be
required to the Polling Places with very little notice.

2.8

Section 18B(3) of the Representation of the People Act requires that
“a relevant authority must designate the Polling Places for the Polling
Districts in its area.” This function is not delegated to officers under
the council’s constitution and will be taken to P&O Board to
determine.

2.9

Guidance has been issued to Returning Officers by the Electoral
Commission with regard to making ‘Last-minute changes to polling
stations1’:
“There may be circumstances (e.g., flooding, fire, vandalism) when
a change of polling station is required at short notice. As part of
your planning, you should compile a list of stand-by or portable
polling stations that could be used in such circumstances. Local
authorities are responsible for designating polling places and
polling districts and you must, except in the case of special
circumstances, designate a new polling station within the same
polling place.
“Usually, if there is a need to change the polling place, council
agreement will be required. If delegation procedures are in place,
you should follow these and contact the person or persons who are
entitled to make changes to the scheme of polling places.
However, flood, fire or vandalism occurring in the immediate leadup to polling day could constitute a ‘special circumstance’, enabling
you to designate a polling station outside the polling place without
the need to seek council agreement.”

2.10

With the possibility of Covid-19 outbreaks within areas of Gosport
making the use of Polling Places either unavailable at short notice,
or making them unsafe to use; further Board decisions could delay
notification to those electors affected, and also the messaging to
other interested parties such as candidates, election agents, the
media etc. Therefore it is proposed that authority be delegated to the
Returning Officer to make changes to the Polling Places required for

1

2021 LGE & PCC - Electoral Commission Guidance - Part B - Planning and organisation v2
(Dec 2019)
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-12/LGEPCC%20Part%20B%20-%20Planning%20and%20organisation.pdf

use in these and future Polls whilst the Coronavirus (Covid-19)
pandemic response is in effect.
2.11

Should any changes be necessary to the currently designated
Polling Places, the Returning Officer would ensure that a number
of mitigating measures are taken to ensure that electors who are
affected by a late change to a polling station are able to vote with
minimum disruption:
 use social media to inform electors that there has been a
change to a polling station;
 if time allows, send out a letter to all affected electors
informing them of the change to their polling station;
 if time allows, use the local media to disseminate
information to the affected electors – for example, through
issuing press releases;
 put up signs at the old polling station informing electors
about the change, including directions to the new one;
 display clear and visible signage at the new polling station.

2.12

Preparations: Postal Vote issue and opening sessions
Due to the limitations currently in force with regard to social
distancing, and the Covid Secure Risk Assessment for the Civic
Wing, alternative locations are currently being sought for the issue
and opening sessions for postal vote packs for these elections. Once
the locations have been assessed for suitability and the necessary
risk assessments produced and approved, information will be
shared with candidates and elections agents through the usual
briefing paper following the close of nomination process.

2.13

Whichever locations are used for the postal vote opening sessions,
there will be changes to the processes due to the fact that the
returned postal vote packs could contain three ballot papers, and
therefore planning and consideration will be taken by the Returning
Officer to ensure that as required under legislation:
A. At the local government elections (Borough of Gosport &
Hampshire County Council), in addition to the Returning Officer
and my staff, the following people are entitled to attend the opening
of local government election postal votes (Regulation 68 of the
2001 Regs):
 candidates
 election agents
 any person appointed by a candidate to attend in the
election agent’s place
 postal voting agents
 Commission representatives
 accredited observers
At the Police & Crime Commissioner election, in addition to the
Local Returning Officer and my staff, the following people are

entitled to attend the opening of postal votes at a PCC election
(Rule 32 Sch 2 of the PCCE Order 2012):
 the Police Area Returning Officer and their staff
 candidates
 election agents
 sub-agents
 postal voting agents
 Commission representatives
 accredited observers
2.14

It will therefore be necessary to schedule timeslots, based on the
Borough of Gosport Electoral Wards, for the opening of the postal
vote packs, to ensure only those allowed under the relevant
legislation are present in the room for that part of the opening
session, and adherence to social distancing measures, as well as
any other measures implemented (e.g. issue of PPE etc) to ensure
safe and Covid-19 compliant work spaces for everyone present.

2.15

Preparations: Verification and Count
A written direction has been received from the Police Area Returning
Officer (PARO), with regard the timetable for the verification and
counting of the votes for all elections held on Thursday 06 May 2021:
“Given that these polls are combined with HCC elections, as well as
other polls, including by elections, the timetable from polling day will
proceed as follows:
 Thursday 06 May 2021:
o Polling day (07:00AM-10:00PM)
o At close of poll all ballot boxes will be stored securely by
Local Returning Officers (LROs)
 Friday 07 May 2021:
o LROs will verify ALL ballot boxes.
o Once verification has been completed, PCC ballot
papers will be secured in ballot boxes until the PCC
count.
o LROs will then proceed to count Principal Council ballot
papers starting with HCC ballot papers
 Saturday 08 May / Sunday 09 May 2021:
o LROs will continue to count Principal Council ballot
papers and any other polls if they wish
 Monday 10 May 2021:
o PCC Count will commence at 9:00 AM with re verification
of ballot boxes”

2.16

This means that the count for all Electoral Wards for the Borough of
Gosport will take place on Saturday 09 May 2021, and as outlined
for the opening of the postal votes in 2.13 above. It will therefore be
necessary to schedule timeslots for each Electoral Ward for the
counting of the votes. This is to ensure only those allowed under the
relevant legislation will be admitted and present in the room for that

part of the count and adherence to social distancing measures, as
well as any other measures implemented (e.g. issue of PPE etc) to
ensure safe and Covid-19 compliant work spaces for everyone
present.
2.17

Based on the current situation with regard to the Covid-19
restrictions, the Returning Officer will not be allowing members of
the public or any additional persons as guests (other than the one
guest per candidate as required under legislation) into the Count
Venue (venue in the wider term compared to Count Hall). This will
mean that Councillors who are not candidates, not appointed as
agents, or as the one named guest of the candidate will not be able
to attend the Count Venue for the declaration of results and the
speeches (SI 2006/3004 Rule 44(5) and SI 2012/1917 Rules 48(5)
and 51(5)). This will ensure safe and Covid-19 compliant space for
everyone else present.

3.0

Changes to processes and procedures outlined and contained
in the report

3.1

The Policy and Organisation Board also note the very obvious point
that any/all of the processes and procedures outlined and contained
in this report are liable to change depending upon circumstances as
they unravel and we get closer to the Polling Day of 06 May 2021.

4.0

Risk Assessment

4.1

It is the Local Government Returning Officer who is personally
responsible for the conduct of the local election including:
 publishing the local government notice of election;
 administering the nomination process at the local election;
 printing the local government ballot papers;
 publishing the local statement of persons nominated and the
notice of poll;
 counting the votes for the local election;
 declaring the local election results.

4.2

For combined local government and Police & Crime Commissioner
elections, the local government Returning Officer also takes on
responsibility for the combined elements of the poll including:
 the provision of polling stations;
 the appointment and training of Presiding Officers and Poll
Clerks;
 conducting the poll;
 the notice of situation of polling stations;
 the equipment of polling stations;
 the notification of the secrecy requirements at polling
stations;
 signing certificates of employment for polling station staff
allowing them to vote at the polling station they are working
at, as opposed to the one allocated to them;
 authorisation to order the removal of persons from polling
stations;
 verification of all ballot papers;
 where it has been decided to combine the issue of postal
votes:
- the corresponding number list ;
- the issue of postal votes including creating a copy of
the postal voters list and proxy postal voters list and
marking it on issue;
- the opening of postal votes including the marking the
returned postal vote statements on the lists and the
verification of the personal identifiers on the returned
postal voting statements;
- managing the postal vote process.
 counting the PCC votes for your voting area;
 transmitting the local totals for the voting area to the PARO;
 printing the PCC election ballot papers.

4.3

The duties as the local government Returning Officer and Local
Returning Officer are separate from the duties as a local
government officer. The Returning Officer and Local Returning
Officer are not responsible to the local authority but directly
accountable to the courts as an independent statutory office holder.

4.4

Therefore, the risk on these elections lies primarily on the
Returning Officer and not on Gosport Borough Council, although
the Council does provide the appropriate insurance to enable the
role of Returning Officer to be undertaken. In the event of such
insurance carrying an 'excess' clause by which an initial portion of
risk is not insured, the Council, through its internal insurance fund
or otherwise, will indemnify the Returning Officer up to the value of
such excess (as agreed by Full Council on Thursday 16 May
2019).
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Equality and Diversity:

Equality Impact Assessment:
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Contained within the report.
N/A
The Returning Officer (RO) is required to
have due regard to the public sector
equality duty contained in Section 149 of
the Equality Act 2010 when carrying out
his duties.
N/A
N/A
This process aligns with the Strategic
Priorities to ‘Deliver effective services’ and
‘Empower our residents’
1. LGBCE Full Council Presentation on the
Boundary Review for Gosport
2. LGBCE Members Briefing Pack
Election Staff Letter and Anonymous
Covid Questionnaire
Letter and Covid Questionnaire for use of
premises as a Polling Place
Graeme Jesty

Appendix 1
Election Staff Letter and Anonymous Covid Questionnaire

Appendix 2
Letter and Covid Questionnaire for use of premises as a Polling Place

