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19 December 2016 
 
 
 
Dear Bob, 
 
 
Thank you for your letter of 30 November on behalf of the Local Government and 
Communities Committee asking about the Scottish Government’s plans to increase 
registration and voter participation at the May 2017 local Government elections. 
 
Governments do not tend to get directly involved in promoting registration or voting 
at elections.  As I am sure you will appreciate, it would be all too easy for any 
government activity in these areas to be decried as electioneering.  It is for this 
reason that the statutory duty to promote electoral registration and public awareness 
at elections lies with the independent Electoral Commission.  In addition to the 
Commission’s role, Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers also have 
a general duty to promote public awareness at elections. 
 
Therefore the Government’s role in promoting public awareness tends to be 
restricted to ensuring that right environment is in place for others activities.  
 
For this reason, I would respectfully suggest that I might not be best placed to 
provide the detailed answers on proposed public awareness campaigns that the 
Committee is seeking.  I would therefore suggest inviting representatives from the 
Electoral Commission, Education Scotland, the Electoral Management Board for 
Scotland and Electoral Registration Officers to give evidence may be more 
productive.  Having said that, I am of course happy to give evidence to the 
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Committee, either separately or alongside the representatives from the above 
organisations, if the committee still think they would find that helpful.  
 
Meanwhile my officials have prepared some general background information in the 
attached annex which I hope the Committee will find helpful. 
 
 

Yours for Scotland, 
 

     
 

JOE FITZPATRICK 



Annex 
 
Scottish Government registration and public awareness activity 
 
The Committee would like some further information on how the Scottish 
Government, working with local authorities, will encourage people to register 
to vote, specifically those who are homeless, in temporary accommodation or 
in the private rented sector. 
 
The Committee would like to hear the Scottish Government’s view on how 
education campaigns can be used, not only to encourage people to vote, but 
also to explain why people need to vote, in language accessible for a variety of 
voter groups, including those with learning disabilities. 
 
The Committee would like further information on what the Scottish 
Government is doing to emphasise the importance of local government 
elections, through the use of public information campaigns or utilising social 
media to engage people more effectively. 
 
Under section 13 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (as 
amended by section 15 of the Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011), 
the Electoral Commission is given the statutory duty to promote registration and 
public awareness of electoral systems used at Scottish local government elections.   
 
In addition, the Electoral Commission works closely with local authorities and 
Electoral registration officers, as well as others, and provides resources which can 
be used locally to promote electoral registration and public awareness.  
 
In the run up to the May 2017 Scottish Local Government elections, the Electoral 
Commission will be undertaking a multi-media public awareness campaign to 
encourage people to register and to vote.  The campaign is still under development 
but the Electoral Commission’s review of public awareness activity at the elections 
held on 5 May 2016 provides an indication of the sorts of activity which the 
Commission will be undertaking.  This report can be found at  
 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/213800/May-
2016-and-EU-referendum-public-awareness-evaluation-report.pdf  
 
In their 2016 campaign, the Electoral Commission aimed to reach anyone who was 
not registered to vote, with key audiences being people who had moved home in the 
last year; people living in rented accommodation; 16-24 year olds; students; people 
from some black and minority ethnic communities; and armed forces personnel.  
 
The advertising ran across television, radio and online (Google search, social and 
display) and a voter information booklet was produced which was delivered to all 
households in Scotland. 
 
The Commission’s work was supported by partnership and public relations activity, 
as well as work by other organisations to drive voter registration.  A short animated 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/213800/May-2016-and-EU-referendum-public-awareness-evaluation-report.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/213800/May-2016-and-EU-referendum-public-awareness-evaluation-report.pdf


  

 

information video was also produced which explained the mechanics of how to vote, 
which was promoted on Facebook. 
 
In Scotland, the Electoral Commission partners with a number of organisations 
including The Scottish Parliament, Colleges Scotland; Inclusion Scotland; National 
Union of Students Scotland; Scottish Association of Landlords; Shelter Scotland; 
Enable Scotland; Outside the Box; CELIS (Centre of Excellence for looked after 
Children in Scotland) and Foster Care Associates Scotland to promote registration 
and voting in groups where levels of engagement are traditionally low.  
 
Together with these partners, the Electoral Commission is planning to undertake 
specific registration and education activities covering: 
 

 students and young people; 
 homeless people and those in rented accommodation; 
 People with disabilities and learning difficulties; and  
 Ethnic minority communities. 

 
The Committee would like to hear the Scottish Government’s view on how 
young people and first time voters’ awareness of local government elections 
can be raised and how they can be encouraged to register to vote. 
 
What work is being done by the Scottish Government to encourage education 
authorities to develop political literacy and citizenship education in schools to 
ensure that first time voters can make informed decisions about their vote? 
 
The Scottish Elections (Reduction of Voting Age) Act 2015 lowered the minimum age 
for voting at Scottish Parliament and local government elections from 18 to 16 and 
the May 2017 local government elections will be the first opportunity that many 16 
and 17 year olds will have to vote.   
 
The Scottish Government has always taken the political literacy of our young people 
seriously and for this reason the Curriculum for Excellence provides a framework for 
all young people at all ages and stages to develop political literacy skills through a 
balanced mixture of learning in and across the curriculum.  This framework gives all 
learners the opportunity to gain the skills, knowledge and understanding to be 
politically literate and supports young people to take an active and responsible role in 
society and to be well prepared to engage constructively with democratic processes. 
 
Education Scotland has been working with the Electoral Commission to produce a 
pack for schools, to help encourage voter registration.   The pack will be used via a 
launch in the New Year where all schools will be asked to have a voter registration 
day/week and allow young people to register with the help of staff. It also contains a 
section looking at why it is important to vote and the main issues in council elections. 
 
The Committee would like to hear the Scottish Government’s view on the use 
of postal and proxy voting and how it could encourage as many people as 
possible to vote. 
 



  

 

The Scottish Government has always viewed the availability of postal and proxy 
voting as an important way of encouraging people to vote.  Both these alternatives to 
voting in person on polling day allow voters to cast their votes in a way which is most 
convenient for their individual needs.  Postal voting consistently leads to a higher 
return of ballot papers, compared to voting in person, with nearly 77% of postal votes 
at the May 2016 Scottish Parliament election being retuned compared to an overall 
turnout of about 56%.  At those elections, postal votes accounted for nearly 24% of 
all votes cast. 
 
Proxy voting is a smaller, but equally important, alternative to voting in person.  At 
the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections, proxy voters represent about 0.2% of the 
total electorate.  Proxy voting gives those who will not be able to attend their polling 
station on polling day an alternative way to cast their vote, especially if the reason for 
absence arises after it is too late to apply for a postal vote or if there is a risk that 
there may be insufficient time for a postal vote to reach the voter and be returned, as 
may be the case for service voters and their families. 
 
The Scottish Government will continue to make postal and proxy voting available as 
an alternative to voting in person for those who find it more convenient.  The 
important point is that suitable alternatives should be made available to allow those 
that cannot reasonably cast their vote in person to still take part in the democratic 
process.  However, whilst wishing to promote alternatives to voting in person, the 
overriding factor is that the availability of alternatives to voting in person must not 
affect the integrity of the voting process. 
 


