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01 April 2020  
 
Dear Chris, 
 

During the debates in Grand Committee on 23 March you raised with me a number of 
questions concerning both the draft Local Elections (Northern Ireland) (Amendment) Order 
2020 and Representation of the People (Electronic Communications and Amendment) 
(Northern Ireland) Regulations 2020. 

Taking the two debates in turn, during the Local Elections (Northern Ireland) (Amendment) 
Order 2020 you asked a technical question concerning what sort of criteria will be applied 
in describing the area in which a candidate is based if they choose not to have their home 
address printed on the ballot paper at local elections. I undertook to respond to you in 
writing. 

The draft order makes provision that if a candidate at a local election in Northern Ireland 
indicates on their home address form that they require their home address not to be made 
public the ballot paper will instead state the name of the ‘relevant area’ within which the 
home address is situated.  It is important to note that meeting the test of local connection, 
which remains an unaltered requirement of candidates at local elections in Northern 
Ireland, is not necessarily met by living in the area. Consequently a candidate may live 
outside the local government area in which they wish to stand but nevertheless satisfy the 
criteria for standing if they have owned or rented land, or worked in the local government 
area for the preceding year. 

As a candidate need not live in the local government area the legislation is drafted to cover 
all other options. For the vast majority of candidates, who will have a home address within 
Northern Ireland, the area given on the ballot paper will be the local government district in 
which their home is situated. However, for those living outside Northern Ireland the 
following rules will apply; 

In relation to a home address in England— 

(i) if the address is within a district for which there is a district council, that 
district, 

(ii) if the address is within a county in which there are no districts with councils, 
that county, 



 

 

(iii) if the address is within a London borough, that London borough, 
(iv) if the address is within the City of London (including the Inner and Middle 

Temples), the City of London, and 
(v) if the address is within the Isles of Scilly, the Isles of Scilly, 

In relation to a home address in Wales— 

if the address is within a county, that county, and 

if the address is within a county borough, that county borough, 

In relation to a home address in Scotland, the local government area in which the 
address is situated, 

In relation to a home address outside the United Kingdom, the country or territory in 
which it is situated. 

These provisions are modelled on similar provisions in place for local elections in England. 

During the debate on the Representation of the People (Electronic Communications and 
Amendment) (Northern Ireland) Regulations 2020 concerning the canvass and recall 
regulations in Northern Ireland you also raised a number of points. 

In relation to possible savings to be made by allowing people to register for the purpose of 
canvass using the online service you asked if those savings might be used to encourage 
greater registration from traditionally under registered groups. You may wish to be aware 
of a number of innovative initiatives that will be developed over the coming years, as digital 
registration becomes more efficient, to target such groups. These include working with the 
Department of Education in Northern Ireland to add registering to vote on line to the school 
curriculum to encourage young people to register. The Chief Electoral Officer (CEO) is 
engaged with a number of organisations, including universities, the Housing Executive and 
the Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority (which is responsible for oversight of 
residential accommodation for elderly residents) to find ways of improving registration 
rates in traditionally harder to reach groups. The Electoral Office has also seconded a 
member of staff from the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency to assist with 
the identification of properties and areas of under registration. 

Encouraging registration across all sections of society is and must remain a clear goal. 
You may like to note that the draft regulations make no change to the current situation 
where, if asked, individuals are required to provide the information needed for canvass. 
Failure to do so could result in a fine. 

Digital registration numbers (DRN) have been part of the Northern Ireland registration 
system since July 2018. Before that date all individuals were required, when registering, to 
provide a signature which would be retained as part of the register. Any subsequent 
absent vote application would be checked against the signature on the register and the 
national insurance number, which is also retained in Northern Ireland. It is not feasible to 
collect a signature as part of the online registration process, so as a security replacement 
for a wet ink signature all digital registrants in Northern Ireland are allocated a unique 
digital registration number.  

 



 

 

While the DRN provides additional security in relation to absent vote applications it is not 
immediately obvious how the DRN could inhibit double voting. Even if individuals were 
required to provide their number like national insurance numbers, the DRN (like details of 
National Insurance numbers) is not included on the register that is issued to polling 
stations; to issue polling clerks with lists of such critical personal data would not be 
proportionate. Neither would it be proportionate to refuse to allow an individual to vote 
because they had forgotten their DRN.  

The issue of individuals re-registering in advance of elections, because they are uncertain 
if they are already registered, is one which both Government and the Electoral 
Commission are aware of. A number of solutions have been under consideration but as 
the DRN only applies to those people who have registered digitally in Northern Ireland, as 
opposed to people who have used a paper form, it would not provide a system that was 
accessible by all. Nevertheless, I have asked officials to engage with their counterparts in 
the Cabinet Office that lead on this work.  

In respect of a recall petition the CEO maintains the marked register during the course of 
the six week signing period. Under existing legislation, once the signing period is complete 
the register is then passed to the Clerk of the Crown for Northern Ireland, but the authority 
to allow individuals to see the marked register remains with the CEO. These draft 
Regulations will provide that the marked register remains with the CEO, as would be the 
case for the marked register for a Parliamentary election, ensuring that the official who is 
responsible for the storage of the document is also the official responsible for ensuring 
access to it when appropriate. The law is very clear that it is an offence for anyone to 
disclose any details which might in any way indicate the number of individuals which have 
signed in advance of the close of the petition.  

I am copying this letter to Lord Collins of Highbury and will place a copy in the Library of 
the House. 

 

 
 
 

VISCOUNT YOUNGER OF LECKIE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lord Rennard 
House of Lords 


