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Summary 
This briefing summarises how the result will be declared following the referendum on the 
UK’s membership of the EU on Thursday 23 June 2016. 

This is only the third UK-wide referendum. The 1975 referendum was counted the day 
after polling day and the 2011 referendum on voting reform was combined with a 
number of other polls so neither provides a precedent for how the timings of the EU 
referendum count will proceed. 

When? 
The counting process will commence at 10.00pm when the polls close and counting will 
continue overnight until a final result is declared.  

Predicting when a final total will be declared is hard to estimate but the level of turnout 
and how close the result is will have a bearing on the time. It may be clear which side has 
won the referendum some time before the formal declaration of the final national total. 

At 10.00pm presiding officers in polling stations are responsible for getting their sealed 
ballot boxes and their polling accounts to the counting venues. There is no requirement 
for these to be accompanied by police officers. Once at the venues the counting officers 
are responsible for the ballot boxes.  

Where? 
There will be 382 counting areas. In Great Britain these are the 380 local authorities across 
England, Scotland and Wales: 

• 326 local authorities in England  

• 32 unitary authorities in Scotland 

• 22 unitary authorities in Wales 

• The final two counting areas are Northern Ireland and Gibraltar. 
 

How? 
There are statutory duties that must be performed by presiding and counting officers. 
These rules are designed to ensure that the counting of votes adheres to the principles of 
a timely, accurate, legal and impartial count that maintains the secrecy of the ballot 
throughout.  

The way an election count unfolds is familiar to anyone who has stayed up and watched 
events on General Election night. The general principles underpinning the count mean 
that election counts proceed in similar ways. 

The detailed rules governing counts, however, are specific to each type of count. For 
example, the rules covering election counts for the election of London Mayor need to 
make provisions for the electronic counting of votes. 

The rules governing the referendum count are based largely on those relating to 
Parliamentary election counts but there are some key differences. 

One of the most noticeable differences will be the terminology for the officers in charge 
of the count. Instead of ‘returning officers’ for each constituency count, as at a general 
election, the referendum will have a ‘counting officer’ for each counting area.  
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Another key difference in the referendum is the role of the Electoral Commission. The 
conduct of elections is the responsibility of statutory office holders in local authorities and 
the Electoral Commission issues guidance on the conduct of elections.  

The EU referendum is a single nationwide referendum with one result. The Chief Counting 
Officer, who is the chair of the Electoral Commission – Jenny Watson - has the power to 
direct counting officers on issues such as number of staff in polling stations and the timing 
and method of counting. 

Jenny Watson will also be responsible for the certification and declaration of the final 
national total. The national result event will be held in Manchester Town Hall. 

Unlike elections, there will be regional counting centres for the referendum. Regional 
counting officers will be responsible for coordinating the delivery of the referendum in 
their region and will collate the local totals into a regional total. 

There may be recounts in a counting area if the voting is close. Recounts can be requested 
by counting agents for either side but these can only happen in one of the 382 counting 
areas. A regional counting officer may direct a counting officer to conduct a local re-count 
only if he or she thinks that there is reason to doubt the accuracy of the count but this 
cannot happen once a final result has been certified and declared. 

The legislation allows for the processes to be observed by referendum agents for each side 
in the referendum (and polling and counting agents appointed by the referendum agents). 
Agents have an important role in ensuring a poll is fair but they must ensure they maintain 
the secrecy of the ballot. 

The result 
Once a counting area total has been certified and declared it is final. There are no 
provisions for recounts at a regional or national level.  

The number of ballot papers counted or votes cast in the referendum, as certified by the 
Chief Counting Officer, a regional counting officer or a counting officer can only be 
challenged by an application for a judicial review. This would need to be lodged within six 
weeks of the certification that is being challenged. 

The result of the referendum is not legally binding but the Prime Minister has made it clear 
that if there was a vote to leave the EU in the referendum then the Government would 
respect that vote.  
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1. Background 
The referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU, to be held on the 
23 June 2016, fulfils the Conservative Party’s manifesto commitment to 
hold an in/out referendum on the country’s EU membership on 
renegotiated terms before 2017. This briefing looks at how the votes 
will be counted and the result declared. 

The Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA) sets 
out a regulatory framework for referendums. Among other things, 
PPERA regulates how much can be spent by campaigners (these limits 
are higher for campaigners registered with the Electoral Commission, 
known as permitted participants) and what donations they can accept. 
It also allows for the Electoral Commission to designate the lead 
campaigns on either side of the question. 

Each referendum regulated by PPERA still requires primary legislation to 
set the terms of the question and the franchise to be used, amongst 
other provisions. The European Union Referendum Act 2015 received 
Royal Assent on 17 December 2015.  

European Union Referendum Bill 2015-16, Library briefing CBP-7212, 
gives the background to the Bill. Passage of the Bill and accompanying 
documents are available on the UK Parliament website.  

The detailed rules for the conduct of the referendum, including the 
count, are contained in secondary legislation. The European Union 
Referendum (Conduct) Regulations 2016 were made on 25 February 
2016. A draft of the regulations had been approved by both Houses of 
Parliament. 

These were based on similar regulations that applied for the 2011 
referendum on Parliamentary Voting Systems, which were in turn based 
on the rules that apply to other elections in the UK, particularly the UK 
Parliamentary elections. These rules have their statutory basis in the 
Representation of the People Act 1983, as amended.1 
 
The date of the referendum was announced by the Prime Minister on 
20 February 2016. The legislation confirming the date was approved by 
both Houses of Parliament. The draft European Union Referendum 
(Date of Referendum etc.) Regulations 2016 were laid on Monday 22 
February and subsequently made on the 3 March 2016.  
 
Library briefing 7486 The EU referendum campaign includes information 
on the rules that apply to campaign activity and timetables. 
 
The European Union Referendum (Counting Officers’ and Regional 
Counting Officers’ Charges) Regulations 2016 were made on 22 March 
2016 and came into force the following day. This was the final piece of 
legislation which confirmed the arrangements for the referendum to be 
held on 23 June 2016. The regulations set the maximum amounts 
recoverable by counting officers and Regional Counting Officers for 

                                                                                               
1  Explanatory memorandum to the European Union Referendum (Conduct) 

Regulations 2016.  

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7212#fullreport
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2015-16/europeanunionreferendum.html
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/278/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/278/contents/made
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7486
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/419/note/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/419/note/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
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their services and expenses in relation to the referendum. The estimated 
cost of the referendum is £142.4 million. 2 
 
This includes the expenses incurred by counting officers in running the 
poll, grants to the designated lead campaign organisations, the delivery 
by Royal Mail of campaign mailings from those organisations, and the 
cost of the central count. 

The Parliament and Government of Gibraltar is responsible for the 
detailed rules of the conduct of the referendum in the territory although 
many aspects are the same of very similar to those in the UK. 

The UK Parliament website has pages with links to briefing papers and 
related material which highlight the analysis and comment on the in-out 
referendum and presents an impartial view of the different arguments 
and opinions. 

 

                                                                                               
2 Cabinet Office, EU Referendum: Counting Officers' Regulations, press notice, 23 

March 2016. 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/eu-referendum/
http://www.wired-gov.net/wg/news.nsf/articles/DNWA-A8BKSF
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2. When will the votes be 
counted? 

The Electoral Commission has directed all counting officers to count 
overnight on Thursday 23/Friday 24 June.  

This means that at the close of the poll at 10.00 pm on Thursday 23 
June the process of counting can begin.  

Voters who at 10.00 pm are in the polling station, or in a queue outside 
the polling station, for the purpose of voting, may apply for a ballot and 
must be allowed to vote.  

Anyone arriving after 10.00pm who attempts to join the queue cannot 
be issued with a ballot paper under any circumstances. Anyone 
attempting to deliver a postal vote after 10.00pm will not be allowed to 
do so.  

In Gibraltar, where polling stations close at 10.00 pm local time 
(9.00pm BST) counting will only commence at 11.00pm local time 
(10.00pm BST) to ensure all counts occur at the same time.3  

The legislation says counting officers must make arrangements for 
counting of votes “as soon as practicable after the close of poll”.4 In 
general this means the timing of an election or referendum count is a 
matter for the local returning/counting officer.  

The counting Rules for Parliamentary elections were amended in 2010 
to add a provision that the counting ballot papers should begin as soon 
as practicable within the period of four hours starting with the close of 
the poll.5 This provision has not been replicated in the EU referendum 
rules. 

In August 2015 the Electoral Commission issued a consultation on the 
timing of the EU referendum count. It had conducted a similar exercise 
during the referendum on Scottish independence which had led to the 
Electoral Commission to direct counting officers in the Scottish 
independence referendum to commence counting at the close of the 
poll. 

The Electoral Commission acknowledged there will be national and 
international interest in knowing the result of the referendum as soon 
as possible after voting closes. The consultation indicated that the Chief 
Counting Officer intended to direct counting officers: 

to commence the verification and counting of votes at the 
referendum as soon as reasonably practicable after the close of 
the poll. For the avoidance of doubt, this would mean that the 

                                                                                               
3 Electoral Commission, Media Handbook: Referendum on the United Kingdom’s 

Membership of the European Union. 
4 The European Union Referendum (Conduct) Regulations 2016, Section 45 
5 Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010, Section 48 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/199357/Media-Handbook-EU-Referendum.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/199357/Media-Handbook-EU-Referendum.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/25/section/48
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count processes must be carried out overnight, commencing at 
the close of poll.6 

Following the consultation the direction was confirmed.7 The 
Commission received varying views on the direction to count overnight. 
Some respondents, including the Association of Electoral 
Administrators, did not raise any objections but some respondents did 
raise concerns in relation to cost, staff welfare and logistical challenges.  

The CCO recognised that there might be practical challenges but she 
was satisfied that with sufficient planning an overnight count could be 
completed efficiently, transparently and accurately.8 

The votes will be counted in 382 separate areas – the 380 local 
authority areas of England, Scotland and Wales and a single counting 
area each for Northern Ireland and Gibraltar. There will be a counting 
officer for each area (see section 4 for more detail). 

2.1 What time will there be a result? 
This is hard to estimate as there is no real precedent for a referendum in 
these circumstances as this is only the third UK-wide referendum and 
the previous two differed in several ways. 

The counting process will start at 10.00pm on Thursday 23 June 2016 
as the polls close. Individual counting areas will start declaring totals in 
the early hours of Friday morning but it is unlikely that the official UK 
total will be officially declared until several hours later.  

Over 44 million people will be eligible to vote.9 

The official result will only be declared by the Chief Counting Officer 
once all regional totals have been approved and declared. Each regional 
result will only be declared once all the local results in the region have 
been declared and collated. The separate counting areas are in 11 
regions plus Northern Ireland (see section 5 for the detail of the counts 
and declarations).  

The 2011 UK-wide referendum on changing the voting system was 
combined with other polls on 7 May 2011, Assembly and Parliamentary 
election in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, 279 local elections 
across many parts of England and all local authorities in Northern 
Ireland. It meant counting on the referendum votes in many places did 

                                                                                               
6  Electoral Commission, Management of a referendum on the UK’s membership of the 

European Union Consultation on the timing of the counting of votes at the 
referendum, August 2015, p2  

7  Electoral Commission, Management of the referendum on the UK’s membership of 
the European Union Response to consultations on the proposed scope of the Chief 
Counting Officer’s directions and the timing of the counting of the votes at the 
referendum, November 2015, p14 

8  Electoral Commission consultation responses, Management of the referendum on the 
UK’s membership of the European Union Response to consultations on the proposed 
scope of the Chief Counting Officer’s directions and the timing of the counting of the 
votes at the referendum, November 2015, pp14-5 

9  The EU referendum pages on the UK Parliament website give more detail on eligibility 
to vote. Exact electorate figures will not be known until after the last day for 
registering to vote, 7 June 2016, but the latest figures from the Office of National 
Statistics on numbers registered to vote in Parliamentary elections was 44,722,000 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/192092/Management-of-a-referendum-on-the-UKs-membership-of-the-European-Union-Consultation-on-the-timing-of-the-counting-of-votes-at-the-referendum.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/192092/Management-of-a-referendum-on-the-UKs-membership-of-the-European-Union-Consultation-on-the-timing-of-the-counting-of-votes-at-the-referendum.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/192092/Management-of-a-referendum-on-the-UKs-membership-of-the-European-Union-Consultation-on-the-timing-of-the-counting-of-votes-at-the-referendum.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/194108/Approach-to-management-of-EU-referendum-consultation-response-paper.pdf
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/eu-referendum/background-uk-eu-referendum-2016/
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not start until well into Friday. The Northern Ireland result was not 
declared until the early hours of Saturday 9 May. 

1975 referendum 
The 1975 referendum on membership of the European Communities 
was counted in 68 counting areas and counting started the morning 
after voting. There were over 25.8 million valid votes cast.  

Verification of votes took place at the close of poll on Thursday 5 June 
1975. In England and Wales this took place at district level before 
ballots were transported to the count venue for the whole county. 
Counting was not to start before 9.00 am on Friday 6 June.  

The Chief Counting Officer in 1975 was Sir Philip Allen, a retired civil 
servant of over 40 years of service.10 He had directed that counts should 
be counted during the day. Writing in The Times after the result he said: 

For counting the emphasis was on accuracy, not speed. Every vote 
had to be counted at least twice, whatever the local procedure at 
general elections. We did not want counting to be done during 
the night by tired people: or the results to come straggling in over 
too long a period, with the risks of inaccurate speculation about 
the outcome.11 

The national result was formally declared at just before 11.00pm at Earls 
Court following last result from the Highland Region in Scotland.  

Factors affecting the count 
Individual counting areas vary in size. Birmingham, for example has 
nearly 700,000 eligible voters and is the largest local authority in the 
country in terms of population. In contrast, the City of London, has 
about 7,000 eligible voters.12 The smallest counting area is the Isles of 
Scilly with about 1,700 voters spread across five inhabited islands.  

At the 2014 European Parliamentary elections Gibraltar had an 
electorate of around 22,300 so it is likely to be an early result. The Clerk 
of the Gibraltar Parliament has estimated a result around 2.00 am local 
time. 

Geography will also be important. Highland Council has over 170,000 
eligible voters but they are spread over 2.6 million hectares. At the 
Scottish independence referendum the Highland Council result was the 
last result reported, at just after 8.00 am.  The Orkney Islands council 
area has about 17,000 eligible voters spread over 20 inhabited islands 
and reported its Scottish independence result at just after 2.00am. 

Other factors will affect the timing of the count, such as turnout, how 
long it takes to get ballot boxes to the count venue, and how many 
recounts, if any, are required at a count. Bad weather could also have 

                                                                                               
10  Guardian, obituary - Lord Allen of Abbeydale, 11 December 2007 
11  The Times, The longest day at Earls Court when the EEC vote was counted, 23June 

1975.  
12 Figures based on registered Parliamentary electors as of 1 December 2015, source: 

ONS electoral statistics. 

http://www.theguardian.com/news/2007/dec/11/guardianobituaries.Whitehall
http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/elections/electoralregistration/bulletins/electoralstatisticsforuk/2015
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an impact on the time taken to transport boxes from remote polling 
places. 

The result may become clear before the final national result is officially 
declared by the Chief Counting Officer. At the Scottish independence 
referendum the ‘No’ vote declared by Fife council at just after 6.00am 
on Friday 19 September 2014 meant that the national running total of 
‘No’ votes could not be beaten, but the official result was not declared 
by the Chief Counting Officer until 9.00 am.  

However, if the result is close, as with the referendum on devolution in 
Wales in 1997, the result may depend on every counting area. In 1997 
the ‘Yes’ vote to establish the National Assembly of Wales was not 
decided until the last area to declare, Carmarthenshire, voted ‘Yes’. 
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3. Who will be at the counts? 
The Referendum Rules make it clear who must be admitted to the 
counts and those who may be admitted to the count. 

By law certain people must be admitted to an election count and the 
Referendum Rules (Section 45) adapt those classic election rules to apply 
to the referendum. These are: 

• Counting officers, regional counting officers and the Chief Counting 
Officer 

• Clerks working for the counting officers 

• Referendum agents 

• Counting agents 

• Referendum observers 
 

In addition Counting Officers may permit other people access to the 
count if:  

(a) the officer is satisfied that the person’s attendance will not 
impede the efficient counting of the votes, and  

(b) the officer has consulted the referendum agents or thinks it 
impracticable to do so.13 

Chief Counting Officer – A referendum held under provisions of 
PPERA says there must be a Chief Counting Officer (CCO) for the 
referendum. The Act says this should be the Chair of the Electoral 
Commission, currently Jenny Watson, or can be someone appointed by 
the Chair. The CCO is responsible for the conduct of the referendum 
and it is her responsibility to certify the final result. She and the regional 
counting officers have the power to direct counting officers in relation 
to their discharge of their functions and preparations for the 
referendum. 

Regional Counting Officer (RCO) – The European Referendum Act 
2015 made provisions for the CCO to appoint RCOs for 11 specified 
regions. There will be a RCO for each of the 9 regions of England and 
one each for Scotland and Wales. Northern Ireland is treated as a single 
counting area and not a region for the purposes of this referendum. 
RCOs will authorise COs.   

Counting Officer (CO) – There will be a CO for each counting area. 
PPERA regulated referendums require the CCO to appoint a CO for 
each relevant area of Great Britain. The relevant areas are local 
government areas (see section 4 for details of the counting areas). Some 
Counting Officers delegate their responsibility to a senior local authority 
official and these are known as Acting Counting Officers. 

Clerks working for the counting officer will undertake the counting of 
the votes. They are often council employees but are not required to be. 

                                                                                               
13 European Union Referendum (Conduct) Regulations 2016, Section 45 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
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Counting staff should not have been employed by or on behalf of a 
referendum campaigner in connection with the referendum. 

Referendum agents – Schedule 1, paragraph 15 of the European 
Referendum Act 2015 allows permitted participants to appoint a 
referendum agent for each counting area. In an election, agents would 
be appointed by candidates. Permitted participants are also known as 
registered referendum campaigners. These are individuals or 
organisations who have registered with the Electoral Commission. The 
Electoral Commission has published the register of permitted 
participants on its website. 

A permitted participant may appoint a referendum agent for a voting 
area by delivering a notice of appointment to the counting officer by 12 
noon on the 16th working day before the poll.  

Counting agents – The laws and rules covering the conduct of polls in 
the UK allow for agents acting on behalf of candidates or each side in a 
referendum to have access to polling stations and official counts to 
observe and ensure the accuracy and transparency of the counts.  

Counting agents are individuals appointed by the referendum agents 
who are allowed to witness the counting process.  

Counting agents: 
• observe the counting process and make sure that it is accurate 
• can draw to the attention of count staff any doubtful ballot 

papers 
• If they disagree with a decision by the (Acting) Counting Officer 

to reject a ballot paper, they can ask the (Acting) Counting Officer 
to mark on the ballot paper “rejection objected to” 

• If a count is suspended for any reason, counting agents can add 
their seals when the (Acting) Counting Officer seals the ballot 
boxes and envelopes. 

 
Referendum agents can designate a counting agent as a person 
authorised to require a re-count. Referendum agents and designated 
counting agents can request a recount. 
 
The Rules covering the EU Referendum make provision for agents to 
attend regional collation counts as well as local counts. 
 
The Electoral Commission will publish more guidance for agents at the 
referendum on its website. 
 
Referendum observers – domestic and international observers are 
allowed to observe the issue or receipt of postal ballots, proceedings of 
the poll on polling day and the counting of votes. Observers must be 
accredited by the Electoral Commission and must remain neutral and 
maintain the secrecy of the vote.14  
 

                                                                                               
14 The Electoral Commission has produced a Code of Practice for electoral observers: 

Electoral observation at United Kingdom election. 

http://search.electoralcommission.org.uk/Search/Registrations?currentPage=1&rows=50&sort=RegulatedEntityName&order=asc&et=perpar&register=none&regStatus=registered&referendum=5&optCols=EntityStatusName&optCols=ReferendumName&optCols=DesignationStatusName&optCols=CompanyRegistrationNumber&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInEngland&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInScotland&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInWales&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInEurope&optCols=FieldingCandidatesMinorParty&optCols=ReferendumOutcome
http://search.electoralcommission.org.uk/Search/Registrations?currentPage=1&rows=50&sort=RegulatedEntityName&order=asc&et=perpar&register=none&regStatus=registered&referendum=5&optCols=EntityStatusName&optCols=ReferendumName&optCols=DesignationStatusName&optCols=CompanyRegistrationNumber&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInEngland&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInScotland&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInWales&optCols=FieldingCandidatesInEurope&optCols=FieldingCandidatesMinorParty&optCols=ReferendumOutcome
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/party-or-campaigner/campaigners-in-referendums
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0004/13927/Code-of-practice-for-electoral-observers-Web.pdf
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4. The Count Venues 

4.1 Local counts 
The count will be conducted in 382 counting areas. In Great Britain the 
count areas will be local authorities responsible for electoral registration. 
This means there are 380 counting areas in Great Britain. 

 

England 

• 32 London boroughs 
• City of London 
• 36 metropolitan boroughs 
• 55 unitary authorities 
• 201 non-metropolitan districts 
• The Isles of Scilly 
 

Scotland 

• 32 unitary authorities 
 

Wales 

• 22 unitary authorities 
 

Northern Ireland 

The Northern Ireland count will be held at eight locations across 
Northern Ireland. The referendum ballots will be counted by UK 
Parliamentary constituency at the eight counting centres. The counting 
centres are the same as those for the Assembly elections on the 5 May 
2016. 

As with the 2011 referendum on voting reform, votes will be collated 
into one total for Northern Ireland from each of the eight counting 
venues. In 2011 results were not published by constituency, only by 
counting area. 

Gibraltar 

Gibraltar is a single counting area. There will be 14 polling stations 
across Gibraltar.15 The count will be conducted at University of Gibraltar 
Campus, Europa Point, on the southern tip of the territory. 

4.2 Regional counts 
There are eleven electoral regions in Great Britain. The electoral regions 
correspond to the eleven regions for European Parliamentary elections. 
This includes Gibraltar, which is included in the South West region for 
the European Parliamentary elections and for the referendum.  

 

                                                                                               
15 Parliament of Gibraltar 

http://www.parliament.gi/images/referendum_2016/polling_stations_photos.pdf
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Box 1: Regional counts – host local authority 

East of England Chelmsford 

East Midlands Kettering 

London London Councils* 

North East Sunderland 

North West Manchester 

Scotland Falkirk 

South East Southampton 

South West and Gibraltar Poole 

Wales Flintshire 

West Midlands Birmingham 

Yorkshire and the Humber  Leeds 

 
*London Councils is a cross-party group representing the 32 boroughs of London and the City of 
London. It will be hosting the London regional count at The Guildhall in the City of London. 

 

The referendum specific legislation makes provision for counting and 
referendum agents to be present at regional counts as well as at the 
382 local counting areas.  

Regional counts will not actually count individual ballot papers but will 
be the base for the Regional Counting Officer to execute their functions 
on the night. This includes collating and announcing the final result for 
the region. 

The Guildhall in the City of London, will be the regional hub for London. 
Ballot papers from the City of London will be counted at the Queen 
Mother Sports Centre in Westminster at a joint count with Westminster 
City Council.  

4.3 National count event 
The Chief Counting Officer for the referendum will be based at the 
national counting event. This will be Manchester Town Hall. It will also 
the venue for the North West regional hub count.  

The local count for the City of Manchester counting area will be at the 
Manchester Central Convention Centre.  
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5. Verifying and counting the 
ballots 

The count at elections and referendums in the UK are guided by key 
principles:  

• ensuring a result is declared swiftly and accurately, 
• the number of ballots received at the count tallies with the 

number of ballots sent out to polling station, 
• the counting process is legal and impartial, and 
• voter secrecy is maintained. 

Statutory rules 
The conduct of polls is set out in legislation which is supplemented by 
the Electoral Commission guidance issued to Counting Officers. The 
general framework for the conduct of referendums in the UK was set 
out in the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA). 
This same Act created the Electoral Commission. Counts and rules for 
different elections and referendums follow familiar patterns but the 
rules governing counts are set out in election-specific rules.  

There are some general provisions relating to the count in the European 
Union Referendum Act 2015 (Schedule 3) and detailed rules governing 
the Referendum count in June 2016 are set out in the European Union 
Referendum (Conduct) Regulations 2016. These were based on similar 
regulations that applied for the 2011 referendum on Parliamentary 
Voting Systems, which were in turn based on the rules that apply to 
other elections in the UK, particularly the UK Parliamentary elections. 
These rules have their statutory basis in the Representation of the 
People Act 1983, as amended.16 

At 10pm 
When the polls close at 10pm, the presiding officer in a polling station 
must follow a strict procedure, laid out in the regulations, which is 
intended to keep ballot papers and other polling documents secure.  

Polling agents, like counting agents, are representatives appointed by 
referendum agents. Polling agents may be present before the poll opens 
to watch the presiding officer seal the empty ballot box. They are also 
allowed in polling stations to observe and report any irregularities and 
to detect personation.17 They may also be present at the close of poll to 
observe the close of poll process. 

At the close of the poll ballot boxes must be sealed by the presiding 
officer so no more ballots can be added. Unused and spoilt ballot 
papers and other documents must be placed in packets/envelopes and 

                                                                                               
16  Explanatory memorandum to the European Union Referendum (Conduct) 

Regulations 2016.  
17  Personation is an electoral offence where an individual votes as someone else in 

person at a polling station as an elector or a proxy, or by post.  

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/36/contents/enacted/data.htm
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/36/contents/enacted/data.htm
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2016/9780111142967/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2016/9780111142967/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/219/contents/made
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sealed with an official seal. A polling agent can add their own seal to 
the official seals if they so wish.  

The presiding officer should also produce a ballot paper account, which 
gives the number of ballots issued to the polling station, the number 
issued to voters, inadvertently spoilt papers returned to the presiding 
officer, tendered ballots18 and unused ballot papers. The account 
includes an explanation for any discrepancy if one arises. 
 
The presiding officer is then responsible for the delivery of the ballot 
boxes and packets in person to the counting officer at the count. Any 
arrangements for delivery other than by the presiding officer in person 
must be agreed by the CO.  
 
There is no requirement that police officers must accompany ballot 
boxes when they are delivered to the count. Once at the count the CO 
becomes responsible for the ballot boxes and documents. 
 
A CO will be in contact with the local police force and will work closely 
with them as part of their management responsibilities for the conduct 
of the poll to ensure good order at polling stations and at counts. 
Operational activity will be the decision of the chief constable.  
 
Postal ballot papers previously received and opened will have been 
processed and will be brought to the verification and count venue in 
sealed ballot boxes. A CO may have held more than one postal vote 
opening session prior to the count. These may be attended by counting 
agents on behalf of both sides of the referendum. 
 
Self-contained areas 
The Chief Counting Officer has directed that verification and counting 
should occur in self-contained ‘area’ smaller than the voting area. The 
CCO has also directed that the counting of votes for any self-contained 
‘area’ must not be commenced until the verification for that ‘area’ has 
been completed. 

The guidance issued by the Electoral Commission leaves the 
determination of the ‘areas’ to be used to the counting officer. The 
most obvious subdivision of a local authority area are wards, but COs 
are not required to use wards.19 

5.1 Verification 
Before the votes for each side can be counted the CO must conduct the 
verification process. This is a legal process central to the declaration of 
accurate totals. 

Verification has two main purposes – to ensure and demonstrate that all 
ballot papers issued at polling stations and all returned postal ballot 

                                                                                               
18 A tendered ballot is a ballot paper cast in person by someone who appeared to have 

voted already, either in person or by proxy, or be on the postal voting list where the 
voter denies having already voted or having applied for a postal vote. Tendered ballots 
are kept separate and not counted unless an election court is satisfied it is valid. 

19 Electoral Commission, EU referendum: Part E - Verifying and counting the votes 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/i-am-a/electoral-administrator/eu-referendum
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papers have been brought to the count, and to provide the figure with 
which the count outcome must reconcile.20 

In the presence of counting agents each ballot box must be opened and 
the total number of ballots must be counted. Agents should be shown 
the empty ballot box to confirm all ballots have been removed from the 
ballot box. This includes the ballot boxes used for postal ballots 
received. 

The votes for each side are not counted or recorded at this stage. There 
is a legal duty for ballot papers to be face down during verification. 

In the presence of the counting agents the ballot paper accounts, 
prepared by presiding officers, must be verified.  

This means that the number of ballot papers in each box either matches 
the number of ballot papers issued as stated on the ballot paper 
account or, if it does not:  

• the source of the variance has been identified and can be 
explained, and/or  

• the contents of the box have been recounted at least twice, until 
the same number of ballot papers is counted on two consecutive 
occasions. 

This process is done for each ‘area’ in which the counting officer has 
decided to subdivide the count. 

5.2 Counting  
After verification, the counting officer can then count the votes. There is 
no particular method of counting legally prescribed in election or 
referendum law but there are some legal provisions that must be 
adhered to help ensure the secrecy of the poll. 

Much of this process is the same for a general election count. The main 
difference with the referendum count is the requirement that counting 
officers must seek permission from their regional counting officer before 
declaring their final result. 

While the CCO has directed that in each of the self-contained ‘areas’ 
the counting of votes should not be commenced until the verification 
has been completed, this does not mean that counting officers have to 
wait for the verification to be complete across all ‘areas’ before 
commencing the count. Counting officers may start counting the votes 
in those ‘areas’ where the verification has already been completed. 

Mixing 

Before any votes are counted ballot boxes have to be mixed. The Rules 
require that the ballot papers from one box must be mixed with the 
ballot papers from at least one other box before counting. In the case of 
postal ballot papers, they must have been mixed with the ballot papers 
from at least one ballot box. 

                                                                                               
20 Ibid 
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This mixing is designed to reduce the risk of compromising the secrecy 
of the ballot. If one set of electors assigned to one ballot box had voted 
predominantly for one candidate or the number of ballots in one ballot 
box were small and all for one candidate secrecy would be 
compromised.21 

Sorting 

Counting assistants should sort the ballot papers into votes for each 
answer to the referendum question (i.e. ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’). Any 
doubtful ballot papers should be placed aside for adjudication.  

Sorting must be done face up to ensure the unique identifiers on the 
back are not seen. This ensures secrecy of the ballot. Ballots should be 
visible at all times to counting agents and observers. 

Counting 

The votes are then counted into a predetermined bundle. This is a 
decision for local counting officers but the bundles may be 20, 50, 100 
etc. Each bundle should be checked by another counter. 

Supervisors should then flick through the bundles to ensure all ballots in 
the bundle are for the same side. 

The totals from the number of bundles is then collated to give the 
number of ballots cast for each side. 

Doubtful ballots 

The counting officer will adjudicate on ballots that have been put to one 
side by counting staff as doubtful. A guidance booklet on doubtful 
ballots in the EU referendum will be made available by the Electoral 
Commission.22 

The CO’s adjudication is final. 

The legislation provides that a counting officer must reject a ballot 
paper:  

• that does not bear the official mark (not the unique identifying 
mark)  

• on which a vote is given for both answers to the referendum 
question 

• on which anything is written or marked by which the voter can be 
identified (except the printed ballot paper number or other unique 
identifying mark) 

• that is unmarked or void for uncertainty 
 

However, the legislation states that unless the way the ballot paper is 
marked identifies the voter, a ballot paper on which the vote is marked 
in the following ways must not be rejected if the voter’s intention is 
clear:   

• elsewhere than in the proper place  
• otherwise than by means of a cross, or  
• by more than one mark 
                                                                                               
21  ACE electoral knowledge network, Vote counting 
22  Electoral Commission, EU referendum Doubtful ballot paper booklet 

http://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/vc/vcf/vcf03
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/198759/EU-Ref-Doubtful-ballot-paper-booklet.pdf
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Ballot papers that appear to have been altered or are damaged must be 
adjudicated in the presence of the referendum agents.  

Reconciliation 

This is the process where the total number of votes for each side are 
added up and then added to the rejected ballots. This an important step 
in ensuring accuracy. The total number of votes counted should tally 
exactly with the number of ballots verified. However, election law does 
not oblige the CO to reconcile the two totals. 

Provisional results and recounts 

At this stage the totals from each ‘area’ are collated to give the 
provisional result.  

The provisional result must be shared with referendum and counting 
agents. Agents must be made aware they are entitled to ask for a 
recount and they should be given sufficient time to digest the 
information.  

If the votes are recounted, the referendum and counting agents and any 
observers in attendance should be informed before the recount 
commences.  

As with the original count, any recount should be carried out in full view 
of those present. The counting officer is entitled to reconsider which 
ballot papers should be rejected during the recount (or any further 
recount)  

The agents must be consulted on the revised provisional local totals in 
the same way as they were consulted on the provisional local totals at 
the conclusion of the first count.  

It is possible to have more than one recount. It is for the counting 
officer to consider any request, and it may be refused if in the opinion 
of the counting officer the request is unreasonable. 

In a normal election the decisions on recounts are solely for the 
returning officer. In the referendum count the Regional Counting 
Officer must be kept in formed. A RCO can also direct a counting officer 
to hold a recount or further recount if he/she has reason to doubt the 
accuracy of the count/recount. 
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6. Declarations 
For the referendum there will be declarations for local and regional 
totals as well as a national total.   

Local totals 
Local declarations will be made at the local counting venue in each of 
the 382 counting area. 

Once the counting officer is ready to declare a result he/she must 
prepare a statement containing: 

• the total number of ballot papers counted  
• the total number of votes cast in favour of each answer to the 

referendum question  
• the total number of rejected ballot papers 
 

This must be then communicated to the Regional Counting Officer. If 
the RCO is satisfied that this statement is accurate he will give 
permission for the result to be declared. 

When authorised to do so by the RCO (or Chief Counting Officer in 
Northern Ireland) the counting officer must declare the local totals. 
Once declared the local result is final and cannot be recounted. 

Regional totals 
The RCO will collate all the local totals in his or her area. Once all of 
them are collated and the regional total is known this will be submitted 
to the Chief Counting Officer.  

Once the CCO gives permission the RCO will declare the regional result. 
No ballot papers are physically counted at regional count hubs and 
there is no provision for a region-wide recount to be undertaken. 

National total 
The Chief Counting Officer will collate all regional totals and once all 
the regional results, including Northern Ireland, have been approved 
and declared the Chief Counting will declare the final UK and Gibraltar 
total. This will be the official final result and there is no provision for a 
recount at national level. 

As mentioned above the effective result may be known earlier than the 
official declaration in Manchester. This will depend on the closeness of 
the result. 
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7. Is the result binding? 
The national result, once declared, will be final but it is not legally 
binding. 

The European Referendum Act 2015 does not include provisions to 
implement the result of the referendum; legally, the Government is not 
bound to follow the outcome. However, it would be very unlikely for 
the Government to ignore the outcome of the referendum. 
 
The Cabinet Office published a document in February 2016, The process 
for withdrawing from the European Union which states: 

The result of the referendum on the UK’s membership of the 
European Union will be final. The Government would have a 
democratic duty to give effect to the electorate’s decision. The 
Prime Minister made clear to the House of Commons that “if the 
British people vote to leave, there is only one way to bring that 
about, namely to trigger Article 50 of the Treaties and begin the 
process of exit, and the British people would rightly expect that to 
start straight away.” 

As mentioned above there is no provision for a national or regional 
recount of votes. Once a local count has been declared by the counting 
officer no recounts can occur.  

A declared result (nationally, regionally or locally) can only be challenged 
by judicial review. This must be lodged within six weeks of the 
declaration being challenged. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-process-for-withdrawing-from-the-european-union
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-process-for-withdrawing-from-the-european-union
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