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Executive Summary 
 
The Council’s Risk Management Strategy requires that the Corporate Risk Register be 
refreshed on an annual basis to ensure it remains current and reflective of the key risks 
faced by the Council.  The review exercise for 2020/21, as agreed with the Corporate 
Management Team, resulted in an additional risk being added to the Register relating to 
the ‘Administration of Elections’.  Of particular focus at that time was the safe, efficient, and 
effective delivery of elections during the pandemic in terms of the increased safety risks 
and challenges in the context of the public health measures in place, and the resultant 
impact on the elections process.  
 
This report provides the Panel with details of that risk and the wider risks associated with 
administering an election at any time. It also highlights the current key management 
processes and controls which are designed to mitigate this risk, as well as any planned 
actions which are intended to enhance current controls or to mitigate the risk further for 
future electoral events. 
 
More detail is provided in Appendix 1 which is the “deep dive” review of this Corporate 
Risk. 
 

Recommendations 
 
The Panel is invited to:  
 

(a) Consider whether there are any issues arising from this report on which the Panel 
requires to receive further information. 
 

(b)  Otherwise give consideration to the contents of this report. 
 

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 

Priority  Improve North Lanarkshire's resource base 

Ambition statement Enhance participation, capacity, and empowerment across our 
communities  

mailto:aitkena@northlan.gov.uk


1. Background 
 
1.1 As part of the agreed approach to the management of key corporate risks, each risk 

has a nominated member of the Extended Corporate Management Team (ECMT) as 
Risk Lead. Each risk has also been assigned to a relevant Corporate Working 
Group/Management Team for ongoing assessment, monitoring and review. Reviews 
will be done on a frequency aligned to the residual risk rating.  
 

1.2 This particular risk is aligned to the Corporate Management Team, with the Head of 
Legal and Democratic Solutions identified as the Corporate Risk Lead. 

 
 

2. Report 
 
2.1  A corporate risk relating to the Covid-19 pandemic was added to the Corporate Risk 

 Register on 10 December 2020 and, after the review process outlined above was 
completed, in relation to the administration of elections.  Although already recognised 
in the relevant Service risk register, the safe, efficient, and effective delivery of 
elections during the current pandemic clearly presented significantly greater risks 
which required to be effectively managed. 

2.2 The Electoral Commission is the statutory body which sets standards and reports on 
 the performance of Returning Officers. Prior to any electoral event the Returning 
 Officer is required to complete and submit to the Commission a detailed project plan 
and risk register. These have been developed in accordance with the Performance 
Standards as set out by the Commission.  The framework was developed around the 
key outcomes from the perspective of voters and those standing for election. Once 
these are submitted, a meeting is held between the Head of the Electoral Commission 
for Scotland and the Returning Officer to ensure that they are satisfied that the key 
outcomes of the standards can be delivered.  

2.3 Even without additional Covid risks, administering an election is a complex process 
 involving many activities, a variety of stakeholders and partners, multiple locations, 
and restricted timescales. Even with experience there is always the potential that 
something could go wrong. It should be noted that the Returning Officer is required to 
report any failure to the Electoral Commission.  This is to ensure that appropriate 
actions have been undertaken to rectify the situation and to mitigate, where possible, 
any scope for concerns in the election process, thus providing confidence to both the 
voters and candidates.  

2.4 There are serious impacts for the Returning Officer and for the Council if there were to 
be a failure in the duty to successfully administer an election. This could include 
damage to reputation, and a lack of trust in the Council to administer elections in the 
future.  The ultimate impact could be a prosecution of the Returning Officer, as failing 
to properly run an election could amount to a criminal offence in terms of the 
Representation of the People Act 1983. 

  



2.5  An initial “deep dive” review of this risk (as attached in Appendix 1) has been 
undertaken, resulting in a residual risk rating of 12 − which signifies a "medium" risk. 
This was always to be expected due to the nature and complexities of the risks involved 
within this area. Despite the range of well-established controls in place, the elections 
process is by its nature very complex, varied, timebound and comprises many very 
different component stages.  For this reason, it is reasonable to say that failure is 
neither ‘Likely’ nor ‘Unlikely’, but still ‘Possible’.  Residual likelihood can therefore be 
reduced to 3. 

  
2.6 Several management actions have already been undertaken to mitigate the level of 

risk associated with the administration of elections, including: -  
 

• Regular Election Team management meetings  
 

• Regular meetings with partners and contractors 
 

• Continuous awareness of changes to the legislative framework, and Electoral 
Commission guidance, full participation in all consultative processes, with the provision 
of feedback on relevant issues arising, and implementation of directions as issued by 
the Convener of the Electoral Management Board. 
 

• Compliance with Electoral Commission policy and the use of risk register templates, 
ensuring consideration of relevant operational risks, controls, and actions at each 
stage of the process. 

 

• Any boundary changes are managed by working closely with the Council’s Geographic 
Information Systems Team and the Electoral Registration Office to ensure that the 
changes have been updated and voters are allocated to the correct electoral area. 
 

• Contingency plans are in place to address partial or total loss of the polling places, 
postal vote areas or the Count Venue. 
  

• Detailed comprehensive plans and compliance checks are in place with each 
contractor involved in the electoral process, including a detailed understanding of their 
roles and responsibilities.  
 

• An Elections Team has been in place for a number of years, with this having recently 
being expanded and with added benefits from remote working, making use of new 
technology enabling a more joined up collaborative approach and better information 
sharing within the team and to the public. 
 

• Details of all elections staff are contained within a Database, with screening for each 
role in respect of polling, postal and Count requirements. 
 

• A variety of training via different methods is in place for election staff, relevant to each 
role and event, including a higher level of training provided for Local Government 
Elections by the Scottish Government’s contractor, Fujitsu, for all Count staff.   
 

• The Strategic Communications Team is engaged to assist in managing media 
relationships. 

 



• 'Guidance on the pre-election period' is circulated to Managers and Elected Members 
with the aim of ensuring compliance with the legal requirements insofar as Council 
employees and facilities are concerned. 

 
2.7  Further to the above action, there are a number of additional measures now being 

taken which will further reduce the risk associated with elections: 
 

• An Elections working group will be arranged up at an appropriate point prior to an 
election, to include all relevant senior officers of the Council, stakeholders, Police 
Scotland and other relevant staff at key points in the process to create a more 
collaborative and efficient approach. 
 

• The establishment of an Elections Boundary Review Group between North and South 
Lanarkshire and the Electoral Registration Office to ensure that any changes arising 
from any boundary reviews are captured. 
 

• An Elections Manual is currently being finalised which sets out the electoral process, 
together with comprehensive plans on how to administer an election, and includes a 
detailed description of each contractor’s roles and responsibilities. This ensures a 
common understanding of expectations and the capability to meet them. 
 

• A formal professional e-learning tool for election staff is being implemented. 
 

2.8 Further scrutiny on the progress in mitigating this risk and compliance with the timelines 
within the "deep dive" document will continue to be recorded through annual reporting 
to both the Corporate Management Team and to the Audit and Scrutiny Panel. 

 
 

3. Measures of success 
 
3.1  Effective risk management within the area of Legal and Democratic Solutions to allow 

the Council to continue to deliver the administration of elections efficiently and 
effectively. 

 
4. Supporting documentation 
 
 Appendix 1: “Deep Dive Report” – Administration of Elections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Archie Aitken 
Head of Legal and Democratic Solutions 
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Deep Dive Report RIS0000461 Risk Title Administration of Elections Owner Archie Aitken 
 

Risk Context  
 

The administration of elections is a statutory function placed upon the Council and the Chief Executive in his role as 'Returning Officer' holds personal 
responsibility (separated from his role as Chief Executive).   There are serious impacts for the Returning Officer and for the council if it were to fail in its 
duty to successfully administer an election. This would and could include loss of corporate reputation, ongoing lack of trust in the council to administer 
elections in the future leading to greater scrutiny upon processes, making the process take longer and ultimately more resource intensive.  The 
ultimate impact could be prosecution of the Returning Officer, since failure to properly run an election is a criminal offence under the Representation 
of the People Act 1983. These implications exist in any election event scenario.  In June 2017, two Newcastle Borough Council officials, one of which 
was the Chief Executive, were suspended after almost 1,500 people were unable to vote in the general election, and two people who were ineligible to 
vote were able to do so.  An independent investigation by the Association of Electoral Administrators found a "complex picture of administrative 
mistakes around registration and postal voting processes" meant first-time voters, including students and postal voters were unable to vote.  It further 
concluded there was an "inadequate performance by inexperienced and under-resourced elections office staff".  The Chief Executive subsequently 
resigned from his post.  (BBC website)    
 
Councils have struggled to undertake this duty in a Covid climate, which has necessitated additional mitigating controls to be put in place that would 
not be required during a non-Covid electoral event.  Permitting the spread of the virus in both polling stations and the election count would cause 
serious capacity issues for the council due to the high proportion of council staff used to undertake election duties. Included at the count venue is a 
large proportion of the council's senior management team, as well as almost all of the council's elected members.  The outcome could be a massive 
spike in staff absence, affecting the Council's capacity to undertake business as usual service delivery across a range of council services.   Should the 
Covid threat disappear, then the risk would be reviewed to take account of the changed landscape and reduced risk of virus spread.      The timing of 
planned elections is known in advance, usually always occurring in May.  It is recommended that as well as reviewing the risk in accordance with the 
risk management strategy according to risk rating, that it is also reviewed as part of any pre-election preparations.    
Forthcoming schedule:   

• Local Government Elections               5 May 2022  

• UK General Election                             2 May 2024  

• Scottish Parliamentary Elections       7 May 2026  

• Local Government Elections               6 May 2027 

 

 

Risk Description 
 

There is a risk that the council may be unable to successfully administer an election, particularly in the context of a global pandemic. 
 

Due To 
 

Non-Covid risk: Reliance on key staff with specific knowledge/experience and their potential non availability; Reliance on key staff of contractors, 
potential changes in Mears means experience and skills are reduced, remaining officers have reduced knowledge and skills;  Reliance on Mears or 
other contractors and their specialist experience/knowledge and how this may be impacted by the Enterprise Project and any resulting changes; 
Availability of wider staffing resources required in lead up to an election event; Lack of ability to influence/control non-council election staff to ensure 
attendance and/or deal with last minute 'call-offs'; Inability to implement robust contingency arrangements for call offs of staff; Leaner organisation 

Organisation Structure 
 

North Lanarkshire Corporate 
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leads to reduced pool of  available staff to support elections process (including inability to cover posts to release staff) and loss of experienced staff 
through restructures and the like; Lack of comms/understanding by line managers of necessity for staff to engage and participate/ fulfill commitment 
to attend; Reliance on key services who tend to supply bank of staff ie Corporate / Chief Execs; Fee for postal vote work not seen as attractive leads to 
challenges in attracting staff;  Lack of documented procedures/contingency plans; Lack of suitable screening and training of enlisted resource; Reliance 
on key contractors - capacity at times of increased volume - few contractors supplying whole LA market; Lack of formalised co-ordination and 
governance  of Elections Management process (including other relevant SMEs eg H&S);  Inability to predict turn out for polling stations; In LG elections, 
reliance on ScotGov contractors where NLC does not have control to respond to failures.     
Additional Covid risks: Inability to train remotely during Covid when people cannot be brought together; Inability to operate key elements of the 
elections process in a Covid secure manner; staff reluctance to  become involved due to concerns over Covid;  Availability of Active & Creative premises 
usually relied upon, may be impacted by Covid (both testing and vaccination programme resulting in reduction of available floor space) as well as 
insourcing of A&C and asset rationalisation; Count site/part of site or a polling station becomes contaminated when someone presents with symptoms 
rendering part of the building unusable; Covid contamination - public at certain polling stations cannot cast their votes and at central count venue that 
the count cannot be undertaken or is delayed. 
 

Impact 
 

Personal Liability of Returning Officer and Deputy Returning Officers; Challenges to the integrity of process, poll and/or results; Investigation time and 
resources from resulting scrutiny by the Electoral Commission; Significant reputational damage both corporately and for key individuals, including 
where staff or members of public are exposed in terms of a Covid breach/outbreak linked to group of staff or polling station etc; Damaged relationships 
with elected members; Impacts on 'Normal' operations; Financial Impacts - Costs and time involved in a rerun and defence costs. 

 

Corporate Priorities 
 

• Improve North Lanarkshire’s resource base 
• Enhance participation, capacity, and empowerment across our communities 

 

Inherent Assessment ASM0002418 Likelihood - 5 Impact - 4 High - 20 

Likelihood Reason 
 

Even without additional Covid risks, administering an election is a complex process involving many activities, groups of people, partners, locations and restricted timescales.  Even with experience 
there is always the potential that something will go wrong, mistakes would be made, delays could occur and the results could be flawed or delayed. 
 

Impact Reason 
 

Reputationally the council would suffer significantly, but worst case scenario would be resignation and potential personal prosecution of the Returning Officer. 
 

 

Controls and Actions Owner Status Completion Date 
 

CON0001888 - Experienced Elections Team in place.  Team was recently expanded and has also benefited from 
remote working, making use of new technology enabling a more joined up collaborative approach and better 
information sharing within the team. 

Andrew Rose Implemented 20 January 2022 
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CON0001889 - Database of core staff with previous election experience, (all roles including PV count) so that 
assistance/commitment can be secured, and gaps in quality or quantity of coverage can be identified at an early 
stage. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001890 - Relevant communications are in place to contact core election staff (including non-NLC) when 
needed.  If numbers required are not met by a key point in time, NLC announcements are used to communicate 
with wider staff base, encouraging participation.  This is especially important to ensure sufficient numbers of 
reserve staff are available for contingencies. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001891 - Elections working group stood up at key stage ahead of elections, and includes relevant Subject 
Matter Experts and stakeholders including H&S, Contingency Planning, key contractors, Police Scotland and other 
relevant staff at key points in the process ie Education (re polling places) and Active & Creative (for count venue) to 
create a more collaborative and efficient approach, and seeking assurance from contractors on key aspects of the 
process. 

Archie Aitken Planned  

 

ACT0000852 - CON0001891 - Establish Elections working group to be stood up at key stage before an election 
including identifying relevant SME members for example H&S, Contingency Planning, key contractors, Police 
Scotland and other relevant staff at key points in the process ie Education (re polling places) and Active & Creative 
(for count venue) to create a more collaborative and efficient approach. 

Archie Aitken Raised 1 May 2022 

 

CON0001892 - Range of training via different methods is in place for election staff, relevant to each role and event, 
including higher level of training provided by Fujitsu for count staff in a LG election.  Enhanced training due to 
higher levels of decision making within the process. 

Catherine Johnstone Enhancing 1 February 2022 

 

ACT0000853 - CON0001892 - Develop further training methods including remote learning, taking into account 
longer lead time required to engage people earlier in remote online training which may take longer to cover 
sufficient numbers.  Implement formal professional e-learning tool for election staff. 

Archie Aitken Raised 1 May 2022 

 

CON0001893 - Screening of staff in election Count roles is undertaken by the Head of Financial Solutions.  Checks 
include relevant experience and performance at previous counts.  Only officers who have previously been involved 
in the process are allocated 'supervisory roles' regardless of council seniority.  First time staff are surrounded by 
suitably experienced staff that can provide advice and support if required. 

Elaine Kemp Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001894 - SLAs are in place with each contractor involved in elections.  Capacity and capability reviews 
undertaken with each contractor prior to election to ensure their ability to deliver council expectations and identify 
any issues. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001895 - Maintain awareness of Electoral Commission guidance and participate fully in their consultative 
processes, providing feedback on relevant issues arising. Follow any directions received from Electoral Management 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 
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Board. 
 

CON0001896 - Compliance checks from NLC to contractors. Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 
 

CON0001897 - Compliance with Electoral Commission Policy and use of risk register templates to ensure 
consideration of relevant operational risks, control and actions at each stage of the process. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001902 - Contingency plans are in place to address partial or total loss of the count venue/polling stations, 
that can be switched to quickly while ensuring all relevant election controls are replicated.  Also covers drafting in 
reserve staff at short notice. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001903 - Site identified that can cope with increased volumes of staff for Postal Voting when needed and 
allows for physical distancing/perspex separation requirements to be met, and allows for separation of duties, 
particularly at key times. 

Andrew Rose Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001904 - Detailed and comprehensive plans in place including detailed understanding of each contractors 
roles and responsibilities. Ensuring common understanding of expectations and ability to meet them.  Assurance 
from contractors. 

Catherine Johnstone In Progress  

 

ACT0000851 - CON0001904 - Document detailed and comprehensive plans including detailed understanding of 
each contractors roles and responsibilities. Ensuring common understanding of expectations and ability to meet 
them. 

Catherine Johnstone Raised 1 May 2022 

 

CON0001906 - Officials Indemnity insurance offers financial protection provided that no indemnity is available to 
the insured or Returning Officer, Acting Returning Officer or Counting Officer from any other source in respect of:  
defence costs;  liability for the cost of re-arranging an election if the original election should be officially declared 
invalid;  liability for compensatory damages arising from any claim where the claim arises out of a wrongful act of 
the insured in the performance of official duties provided that such proceedings or invalidation are a result of 
accidental contravention of the provisions of the Representation of the People Act 1983 or any other legislation 
pertaining to elections; or breach of any ministerial or other duty by any election official. 

Elaine Kemp Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001907 - Strategic Communications Team is engaged and has arrangements in place to assist in managing 
press relationships and reputational damage that could arise from this risk materialising. 

Stephen Penman Implemented 20 January 2022 

 

CON0001938 - 'Guidance on the pre-election period' is circulated to Managers and Elected Members with the aim 
of ensuring compliance with legal requirements and fairness insofar as council employees and facilities are 
concerned. 

Stephen Penman Implemented 8 February 2022 

 

CON0001939 - Returning Officer must ensure staff are released. Archie Aitken Implemented 20 January 2022 
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CON0001940 - Staff Screening - Polling staff are appointed on the basis of previous roles and experience.  Those 
with no experience are automatically appointed as polling clerks. Only those with sufficient experience would be 
offered the position of Polling Officer. 

Catherine Johnstone Implemented 11 February 2022 

 

CON0001965 - Any boundary changes are managed working closely with GIS team and the ERO to ensure that the 
changes have been captured and voters are allocated to correct constituency. 

Catherine Johnstone Enhancing  

 

ACT0000858 - CON0001965 - In terms of cross boundaries between UK and SP Elections, for the next boundary 
review it is proposed that a working group be established between NLC/SLC and the ERO to ensure that all/any 
changes made are caught by the ERO. 

Catherine Johnstone Raised 31 January 2023 

 

Residual Assessment ASM0002418 Likelihood - 3 Impact - 4 Medium - 12 

Likelihood Reason 
 

Despite the range of well established controls in place, the elections process is by its nature is very complex, varied, timebound and comprises many moving parts.  For this reason it is reasonable 
to say that failure is neither ‘Likely’ nor ‘Unlikely’, but is still ‘Possible’.  Residual likelihood is therefore reduced to 3. 
 

Impact Reason 
 

Despite controls, in terms of impacts reputational damage and potential repercussions for the Returning Officer, impacts could still be significant so remain at 4-Major. 
 

 

 


