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Protecting Democracy
By Dr John Ault, Dr Leah Phillips & Harry Busz



Why we 
conducted 
the work…

• In the UK, local elections (England) and Police and Crime
Commissioner elections (England and Wales) have already been
postponed by 12-months with the due date now being 6 May 2021.

• This delay means that these elections will now coincide with those for
the Scottish and Welsh Parliaments.

• As of publication, over 100 election events have been postponed or
cancelled worldwide. These are across all continents and constitute
the largest ever impact on the electoral process in democratic states.

• There are 165 pending local council by-elections across 128 councils.

• However, many countries have also continued with elections. These
have included elections successfully conducted in South Korea as well
as, in recent weeks, Poland, Serbia and Singapore.

• We decided to assess how UK elections could work in the present
situation ensuring as many voters as want to can cast their vote safely.



Who we spoke 
to – EMBs and 
Practitioners

• Ministry of Justice, Finland

• Franchise section, Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government,  
Republic of Ireland

• Democracy Department, Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Affairs, The 
Netherlands

• Electoral Commission of the Republic of Korea

• Gibraltar Parliament

• Department of Elections, Referendums and Political Parties, Ministry of Interior, 
Slovakia

• International Electoral Practitioners from the UK, Canada and the United States

• Alliance for Securing Democracy

• Association of Election Administrators

• Electoral Administrators and Returning Officers in the UK



Online Events 
we attended

• “Democracy Quarantined: How to Hold Free and Fair Elections During a Global 
Pandemic!” – (Tech, Law and Security Programme, American University, 
Washington College of Law) 20 May 2020

• “The Baltic Digital Bubble: Post Covid-19 Governance and Voting” (Global 
Lithuanian Leaders) 8 June 2020

• “Democracy in the times of Corona” (Embassy of Sweden, Seoul) 9 June 2020

• The COVID-19 Effect on Elections (SF CITI – San Francisco) 9 June 2020

• Conservative Roundtable on Safe, Secure Elections with Vote by Mail (Business 
for America) 11 June 2020

• Election Debrief with the State Board of Elections (Baltimore Votes, Black Girls 
Vote, No Boundaries Coalition, and OSI-Baltimore) 11 June 2020

• Surviving the Vote (League of Women Voters, San Diego) 24 June 2020

• Third Online Symposium on ‘Elections in Times of Epidemic’ (Association of 
European Election Officials) 2 July 2020



Why we spoke to these experts

© Republic of Korea 
Electoral Commission 
(with kind permission)



We divided 
our work into 
three obvious 
sections

Before Polling 
Day

Polling Day 
Itself

The Count and 
After



Before any 
election 
happens

Public Information Campaign

All the interlocutors who had organised elections during this period, as well as those
preparing for them, were conscious that the normal process of public information
around elections was insufficient for the present situation. They all believed large-
scale, well-financed public information programmes are essential to build and
maintain confidence in the transformed election process, as well as informing voters
of the changes in the ways they might be able to vote.

Those elections that had seen successful rollouts identified the strong public
awareness, trust, and compliance with the new rules as being integral to protecting
public health and consequentially belief that elections are essential even during the
pandemic.

Funding 

It seems clear that these changes will require extra funding for local councils to deliver
them. We are aware that many of those running elections do not receive the funding
they request from central government in as timely a fashion as they would like. We
believe, in this context, funding for all these ameliorations should be agreed in
advance of the election.



Many 
interviewees 
thought staff 
recruitment 
would be a 
major 
challenge: 

‘70% of our election day poll workers are over the age 
of 60 […] we had a pretty good number of people sign 
up to work initially, but as their adult children found 
out they had volunteered to work, they said “hey 
mom, hey dad, you cannot do that we won’t let you”.’

Eric Fey and Rick Stream (St. Louis County Elections, Missouri)

‘Many poll workers, particularly those who are at 
increased risk for severe illness, such as older adults 
and those with underlying medical conditions, may 
not want to work during a pandemic.’ 

David Levine (Elections Integrity Fellow, Alliance for Securing Democracy)



Before any 
election 
happens –
staff 
recruitment

• Virtually all of those responsible for recruiting staff for polling
day, whether in elections that have taken place or those that are
in the planning process, were extremely concerned about
recruitment.

• Many identified that the staff they recruited tend to be older
than average and that this could create significant concerns
when trying to staff polling stations across areas with large
numbers of polling stations.

• Those conducting elections at the moment in the United States
indicated that they saw over 50% reductions in the numbers that
were willing to manage polling stations, with some reporting
that this was due to family pressure as much as their own
concerns.

• With the remuneration for the role being reasonably minimal,
the prospect of the amount being paid to presiding officers and
polling clerks being increased was discussed. Still, it was unclear
whether the impact on staff recruitment could be entirely offset
by an increase in payment for polling day.



The new 
normal in 
polling 
stations – set 
up

Several remedial systems will need to be put in place to ensure the safety of both staff and voters in 
polling stations. They are likely to reflect custom and practice that will be normalised by May 2021, 
and may include:

• Keeping the polling station door, or any doors to the polling station, open throughout the day, to 
avoid voters needing to touch door handles. 

• Redesigning polling booths and their arrangement in the polling station to conform to social 
distancing. Having groups of voters clustering around one area may not conform to social 
distancing at 2 metres or less, even though there are screens between the voters as they vote. We 
would recommend only having one voter using a multiple booth at any one time. 

• Avoiding the multiple use of pencils in the booth, either by having one pencil per elector, or 
encouraging voters to bring a pencil or pen.

• Erecting Perspex screens between polling staff and voters, who should then be passed their ballot 
through a slot like at a bank counter. This may be impractical in many cases, so the use of masks 
and visors would be the realistic alternative/addition to this.

• Ensuring voters are made aware of the distances they need to maintain to adhere to social 
distancing (currently somewhere between one metre plus and two metres). Sticky tape, marking 
out where to stand, should be used to show where voters should be in the queue. This should 
extend to outside the polling station, where the tape should be weather resistant. 

• Informing voters about how to prepare for entering the polling station through additional public 
information signage. This will be augmented using Election Ambassadors. 

• The provision of external cover to keep the public, tellers and staff dry as they await their entry to 
the polling station. 



The new 
normal in 
polling 
stations -
staff

We believe that many aspects of the voting process will become normalised over the 
coming months as custom and practice becomes refined in similar settings such as 
shopping and retail and engaging with public services. However, we believe it is 
essential for us to point out the basic health requirements that will need to be in place 
to conduct as safe a polling as possible. 

• Polling staff should all be equipped with hand sanitiser and use it regularly.

• Polling staff should NOT be using kitchen facilities inside polling stations 
throughout the day. Any food and beverages they have in the polling station 
should be brought with them.

• Any washing and toiletry facilities in a polling station should only be for staff use 
and closed to the public.

• Polling staff should be equipped with protective gloves and cleaning equipment to 
clean polling booths, the ballot box and door handles throughout the day.

• Polling station staff should be sat as far away from each other as possible - 2 arms 
lengths so that they can continue to communicate sufficiently. 

• Whilst assisting any disabled or elderly voters, polling staff should be especially 
mindful of social distancing rules. 



The new 
normal in 
polling 
stations -
voters

As with staffing, voters will need to be advised to prepare for voting differently from 
normal, and, again, present public health advice on maintaining high levels of 
personal hygiene and cleanliness will need to be required to prevent the spread of the 
virus. Therefore: 

• Voters should be asked to bring their pen or pencil to the polling station.

• Voters may need temperature checks outside the polling station. Those who show 
a temperature could be advised to take an emergency proxy or one of the ‘chair’s 
proxies’.

• Hand sanitiser should be provided to all voters on entry and exit of the polling 
station. 

• The entrance and exit to the polling station should be through separate doors.

• All voters should be wearing masks when they enter the polling station. A stock of 
these will be required for each polling station if voters have failed to bring their 
own.

• Only a limited number of voters, preferably one or possibly a family group that 
lives together, should be inside the polling station at any one time. 

• Even with the recommendations we have made, queues are likely to form outside 
of the building. It will be the responsibility of the ‘Election Ambassador’ to explain 
the protocol for waiting to enter the polling station.



The new 
normal at the 
count

• Above all, all the various participants in the counting process should be made aware of any 
mitigations that have been put in place by the returning officer. 

• Any training and information sessions about the counting process can be delivered ahead of time 
to ensure that those attending are fully aware of the process and how to ensure public health 
standards are maintained during the count.

• Ballot boxes could be infected with the virus for three days, and ballot papers could be infected 
for several hours, we believe there is a responsibility to make sure that all votes are quarantined 
or sanitised before counting, this could mean counting could take place up to several days later. 

• As well as being an issue for counters, this might also require some small legislative changes as in 
some cases counting must be complete by the end of the following Monday. 

• Some authorities have disinfected all the ballot papers before counting, using ultraviolet light. 
This may be possible but could add significant costs to the counting process. This process might 
simply be done by leaving the ballot papers for some time.

• Counting agents should be separated from counting staff, either by a plastic screen or by putting 
barriers for them two metres away from counters, bearing in mind count centres can be small, 
and this may restrict the numbers of count staff able to attend. It would be necessary to allow 
counting agents the capacity to interact with counters to check and challenge any potential 
inaccuracies.

• Logically, larger count venues may be needed for the counting of votes than is normal. However, 
this may not always be possible. Whilst we would not recommend it, we have observed elections 
in other countries, where counting takes place in the polling stations after voting is finished. 



Our Ten Key  
Recommendations
Some of these require legislative change 
others can be done by elections staff now



As well as 
dividing our 
work into 3 
sections we 
also asked 
questions 
about certain 
groups



Many 
interviewees 
said time was 
a vital asset: 

‘Time. The lead-in time for the practitioners is going 
to be massive because I’m basing my thoughts on 
how we are operating at the moment, and it may 
well be we are not having to shield and wash hands 
you know all the business we have to do now, but my 
feeling is we will still be doing something.’ 

Christine Mason (Former Head of Electoral Services – Wakefield)

‘The ability to have some time and be able to engage 
with a planning process is really important as is 
having contingencies in the event that your initial 
plan doesn’t pan out.’ 

David Levine (Elections Integrity Fellow, Alliance for Securing Democracy)



Recommendation 1
Extra time for election preparation

Election officials indicated that time
to prepare for the election in May
2021 was of paramount importance
to deliver the election. As the election
is fixed for 6 May 2021, we
recommend that the process for
nomination and submission be
extended and that returning officers
are given more time to prepare staff
and venues to ensure they are as safe
as possible for them and the public
alike. Extra time for election 

preparation



Changes to 
the 
Nomination 
Process

• For the election in 2021 the nomination process will require 
candidates to collect anywhere between 2 for some local 
elections and 330 signatures. 

• It seems unlikely that largescale events, such as indoor party 
meetings, will be able to be held either. 

• Many applications, forms etc. are now signed digitally online in 
everyday life, and they hold legal force, so it seems sensible for 
the nominations process to be taken online to stand for 
election. 

• By allowing digital signing of nominations and candidates’ 
declarations, those who might become excluded, those 
isolating because of health conditions, or age, would not be 
prohibited from standing for election. 



Recommendation 2
Changes to the candidate 
nomination process for parties

As some nominations require
numerous signatures and because
some candidates and agents will be
unable to collect signatures (as they
should be either in enforced self-
isolation or in a category required to
shield) the nomination process should
be conducted digitally using online
signature methods.

Changes to the candidate nomination 
process for parties



Advance 
Voting

• Many of the countries in which we observe elections allow ‘advance 
voting’ where the authorities have a smaller number of polling 
stations open for several days in advance of the election. 

• Any voter can cast their vote in this early voting process and some 
countries, most notably Finland, now have more votes being cast in 
advance of the official polling day than on it. 

• Whilst we appreciate there are administrative issues over preparing 
registers for polling day, we believe that organising a small number of 
advanced polling stations in each council area for the three days 
before the official Thursday polling day would allow those who are 
most concerned or affected by the virus to attend a quieter polling 
place than some might be on polling day. 

• We would even suggest councils encourage just those potentially 
most affected by the virus to attend these small number of advanced 
polling stations. 



Councils could 
accommodate 
early voting

‘Most authorities have high foot fall at their main 
civic buildings e.g. at the Town Halls so there could be 
an argument for polling places to be sited at these 
central and recognisable venues if the usual venues 
become unavailable.’ 

Robert Curtis (Head of Electoral Services, Borough of Tower Hamlets)

‘We had the highest ever early voting turnout, and 
one of the reasons is people came to vote early 
because they felt it to be safer they thought there 
would be less people there at the polling station.’

Luke Butcher (South Korean Electoral Commission)



Recommendation 3
Introduction of ‘Advance Voting’

We believe that to improve the voting 
process and to allow those who feel 
most vulnerable to the virus to vote 
comfortably, that advance voting 
should be introduced. This would be 
set up across a smaller number of 
polling places per council to allow for 
voting for several days in advance of 
the election. This would not replace 
any polling stations, just increase the 
time in which voters have the chance 
to vote. 

Introduction of ‘Advance Voting’



Caution over 
Postal Voting 
Extension
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Postal votes which would be invalid

‘Approximately 2.4% of all returned postal votes were not included in the
count because the voter’s personal identifiers (signature and date of birth)
could not be matched against those previously provided and held on
record by the Electoral Registration Officer, or because the voter failed to
include either the ballot paper or the signed postal voting statement (or
both) in their returned postal vote envelopes.’
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/sites/default/files/pdf_file/The-administration-of-the-June-2017-UK-general-election.pdf



Caution over 
Postal Voting 
Extension

• Even smaller take-up of postal votes would mean notable increases
in the number of votes discarded on average per constituency. At
the extreme example, with 100% postal voting, this figure would
mean that over 1,400 votes per constituency could be invalid based
on the 2.4% number being rejected in 2017 because they have not
been completed correctly.

• We believe that this is a significant weakness in the current system
and one which should require remediation in normal times as it is
potentially already discriminating against some parts of the
community.

• Even if there is not greater take-up of postal voting in the 2021
elections, we believe that returning officers should have greater
responsibility for resolving these problems. At present, there is no
requirement for returning officers to inform voters that their postal
vote is invalid until three months after polling day.



Recommendation 4
Caution over largescale extension of 
postal voting

We believe that any significant increase 
in postal voting may require remedial 
action to ensure that a higher 
proportion of the votes cast are 
counted. Any significant increase in the 
numbers of postal votes being issued 
will lead to a rise in the numbers 
rejected before they are even 
considered at the count – being rejected 
at the time of opening because they are 
incorrectly completed. We believe that 
all of those postal votes that are 
rejected at the stage of opening should 
be contacted by returning officers 
before polling day and reissued with a 
fresh postal vote explaining how they 
had completed it incorrectly.

Caution over largescale extension of postal 
voting



A voter Code 
of Conduct

• Polling cards will need to explain the changed arrangements that voters might 
not be used to at the polling station, such as the wearing of masks and 
queueing requirements. In South Korea, the ‘changed arrangements’ 
constituted a ‘voters code of conduct’ by which voters were given a guide on 
how to behave as they attended polling stations. 

• We believe that this could be done relatively easily by adapting the polling 
card to give further advice to voters on what to expect at the polls. We believe 
this sort of Code of Conduct would also build confidence amongst voters and 
staff alike. 



Recommendation 5
Encouraging in-person voting 
where possible, with a clear voter 
‘Code of Conduct’ in place at 
polling stations

We believe that all voters should be 
issued with a polling station ‘code of 
conduct’ as other jurisdictions have 
used to facilitate safe use of the 
polling stations. This would be 
generally done by adapting the 
present polling card which is issued to 
all voters. We still believe a significant 
part of the population will wish to 
vote in person in their usual polling 
station.

Encouraging in-person voting where possible, 
with a clear voter ‘Code of Conduct’ in place at 

polling stations



Extension of 
the Emergency 
Proxy Vote

• There are several challenges to the process of voting that are presented by 
the impact of the virus: especially for those who are ill, but also those 
required to self-isolate for 14 days after a positive test or at the instruction of 
the NHS track and trace programme. At this point, once postal voting is no 
longer an option, (bearing in mind those self-isolating should not leave home) 
the only option available would be to have an emergency proxy.

• The emergency proxy system would offer a choice to those who are advised 
to stay at home. However, as many people may not have someone they can 
appoint (as they too may be required to self-isolate if they are in the same 
home), this may lead to several electors, through no fault of their own, being 
denied their democratic right to vote.

• Those who were asked to self-isolate by the NHS track and trace system, after 
the deadline for postal votes has passed, should be given access to the 
emergency proxy vote system. We are aware, however, that this would not 
cover all those who might be put in this situation.  Thus, we also believe that 
an extension of proxy voting may need to happen for those who intended to 
vote but who were required to stay at home too late to register for such a 
vote. 



Recommendation 6
Extension of ‘Emergency Proxy’ system 
for those asked to isolate
Voters who are advised to self-isolate by 
the NHS tracking and tracing system 
across all three countries holding elections 
on 6 May will need to be offered access to 
the emergency proxy vote system. They 
could potentially have no illness to formally 
justify this request at present but be 
unable to apply for a postal vote in the last 
7 days of the electoral process. The time of 
5pm to apply for an emergency proxy 
could be extended to later in the day but 
this might be impractical in some 
situations.

Whilst this may answer the problem for 
some voters, it may not if they are required 
to quarantine with those members of their 
family who would otherwise have acted as 
their proxy.

Extension of ‘Emergency Proxy’ system for those 
asked to isolate



Use of 
Mobile Ballot 
Boxes

• We spoke to several jurisdictions, and experts, who have experience of 
conducting electoral processes using so-called ‘mobile ballot boxes.’ Whilst 
some experts raised concerns that mobile ballot boxes were sometimes 
misused in less democratic contexts, we were impressed by their use in 
countries like Slovakia. They are generally used for those unable to attend 
polling stations on polling day but who still want to vote in person. 

• Generally, they are deployed from each polling station to a small number of 
voters in their polling district. However, we believe, especially for those 
people who are required to self-isolate late in the electoral timetable and who 
are not content with the options for proxy voting, that there could be a 
localised facility for returning officers’ teams to visit this small number of 
voters, ensuring social distancing, and allowing them to vote in person outside 
their home. A similar practice was also employed in South Korea, and we feel 
that those who are excluded from the electoral process due to infection, or 
perceived infection, should have access to the democratic process however 
complex this may be for local election authorities to organise. 

• Once again not all of those who might be potentially excluded by the track 
and trace system would find it possible to vote by this method, especially in 
more remote areas. 



Recommendation 7
Use of ‘Mobile Ballot Boxes’ for 
those asked to self-isolate

For those voters unable to leave 
home because of quarantine we 
believe voters should be given an 
option to cast their vote, in person, at 
home where a ballot box would be 
taken to the home of the voter and, 
bearing in mind social distancing 
policies, they could cast their vote. 

Use of ‘Mobile Ballot Boxes’ for those asked to 
self-isolate



Use of “Chair’s 
Proxy Vote” 
after 5pm on 
Polling Day

• Whilst we believe that the present situation requires novel responses to 
ensure voters have access to their democratic right, we also believe that one 
old-fashioned method may deliver a solution for the small number of voters 
who are disenfranchised on polling day by the track and trace process. 

• Whilst it is not unreasonable to assume that voters who are asked to self-
isolate on polling day might immediately worry about their capacity to vote, 
some may be concerned that they have been disenfranchised by the track and 
trace system.

• However, we believe, using the system presently used by company AGMs of 
so-called ‘chairman’s proxies’, where a voter (or member/shareholder etc.) 
grants their vote to the chair to vote on their behalf because they are unable 
to attend the meeting, should be allowed in this extreme circumstance. We 
believe this could only be a role for the returning officer. 

• Still, we believe that the small number of voters this would affect and the 
proof required, evidence of being contacted by track and trace via phone or 
app, would be possible for the returning officer to cast this small number of 
votes, at the direction of the voter, in private. 



Recommendation 8
Use of ‘Chair’s Proxy’ for those asked 
to isolate on polling day
It is possible that some voters, who are 
told to self-isolate on polling day after it 
is too late to request an emergency 
proxy vote or use of the mobile ballot 
box, will be effectively disenfranchised. 
Therefore, an emergency measure will 
need to be put in place for this 
hopefully small group of voters. We 
believe as this group is so small, they 
could be afforded a Chair’s Proxy vote 
where the Returning Officer could cast a 
vote on behalf of the voter, in the 
presence of independent verifiers who 
are signatories of the requisite code of 
conduct in which they will not advertise 
their knowledge of who the individual 
has cast their vote for.

Use of ‘Chair’s Proxy’ for those asked to isolate 
on polling day



Welcome 
Ambassadors 
at Polling 
Stations

• Very few of those giving evidence to the team anticipated that fewer staff 
members would be needed to run polling operations; indeed, they generally 
anticipated that more would be needed to ensure the safety of those running 
the polls as well as those attending the polls. A number of those responding 
suggested that students and younger people might be usefully engaged in 
assisting in aspects of polling day.

• It seems clear from the public response to the pandemic that some people are 
especially cautious about entering premises and, as such, public information 
mitigation will need to be put in place to ensure that polling stations function 
and that people have faith that they are safe to enter. We believe that all polling 
stations will need more staff. Still, a key member of this staff will need to be 
‘meeting and greeting’ voters as they arrive to remind them of the rules in place 
inside the polling station, what to expect when they enter, limit the traffic in and 
out of the station, and potentially to manage queues. 

• Whilst the formal roles of presiding officers and polling clerks would not change, 
the training that these ‘Election Ambassadors’ would require would not be the 
legal processes required inside the polling station, but they would act as 
‘customer service’, welcoming voters to the polls. 



Recommendation 9
‘Election Ambassadors’ at polling 
stations

We believe that all polling stations 
operating on polling day, and 
potentially in advanced voting, should 
have staff specifically allocated, as an 
addition to the presiding officer and 
polling clerk, to greet voters as they 
arrive and to remind them of the 
voter code of conduct, the process of 
voting and how to maintain their own 
safety and that of the staff running 
the polling station.

‘Election Ambassadors’ at polling stations



Golden Hours 
for those most 
vulnerable
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Mean High Low

Across polling day, even in the busiest polling station, coloured in orange, no more than 180 
voters were present at a polling station over a two-hour period. Indeed, from 7am to 3pm 
this number never reached more than 80 in the busiest polling station, and the average 
turnout was much lower at 40 in a two-hour period. In the period from 7am to 3pm, on 
average, a voter presented themselves once every three minutes, suggesting that social 
distancing would be relatively simple to deliver during this period.



Golden Hours 
for those most 
vulnerable

• One of the most noteworthy suggestions was the use of ‘golden hours’ for those 
voters most at risk from the impacts of infection. This was used in South Korea 
where postal voting is not accommodated. This meant that voters in vulnerable 
groups were encouraged to vote in the last hour of polling (bearing in mind 
polling stations are open until 6pm in Korea).

• Voters were encouraged to join the queue to vote at 5.55pm so they would be 
in line at the close of poll. These voters would be allowed to vote at their leisure 
until everyone in line had voted (a similar rule exists in the UK where those in 
line can vote as long as they are in the queue at the close of poll).

• However, this may not work in the same fashion in the UK because polling is 
open until 10pm. 

• The panel did consider whether conducting elections over the weekend might 
allow for some amelioration of turnout times, but because of normal polling 
days being a Thursday, it was thought that this natural encouragement of voting 
after work was a more natural way to create Golden Hours in the UK. We, 
therefore, recommend that those who are, or feel, most vulnerable to the virus 
should be encouraged to vote in so-called Golden Hours.



Recommendation 10
‘Golden Hours’ for older voters and 
those most vulnerable to the virus

Those voters who are either especially 
vulnerable, elderly or possibly even 
shielding, should be encouraged to 
vote between 10am and 3pm. These 
hours should be used to vote for 
those who feel unable to do so when 
there might be crowds.

‘Golden Hours’ for older voters and those most 
vulnerable to the virus



Conclusions
‘You’ve got to plan the election that everyone 
coming to the polling station has COVID -
that’s got to be the mindset.’ 
Luke Butcher (South Korean Electoral Commission)

‘My research has found that it’s best as a 
general matter to bolster voting processes that 
are proven and experienced.’ 
David Levine (Elections Integrity Fellow, Alliance for Securing Democracy)

‘In a normal county-wide election we use 
about 3500 poll workers, we had over 1200 
people refuse to work.’

Eric Fey and Rick Stream (St. Louis County Elections, Missouri)



Questions

Twitter: @DemVolunteers
#ProtectingDemocracy

Dr Leah Phillips

Dr John Ault

Harry Busz


