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Electoral administration in the UK has traditionally been regarded as being neutral, particularly in comparison with the highly partisan approach in many US states. However, some questions (such as the franchise and boundaries) have always been politically disputed and there appears to be an expanding range of subjects which are contested between parties, now including registration and publicity, and a lack of agreed mechanisms for resolving these disputes despite the establishment of the Electoral Commission in 2000.

In recent years there has been an unusual level of discussion of electoral administration issues, starting in 2005 with the Birmingham electoral fraud judgement and still current with arguments over the arrangements for the independence referendum in Scotland, preparations for the Police and Crime Commissioner elections in England and Wales, and the disputatious boundary review. Registration looks like being another divisive issue. Some quite arcane aspects of electoral administration even dominated the headlines for several days in Scotland in 2007 following the high rejection rate for ballots in the Scottish Parliament election.

There are some aspects of electoral administration where recent developments require us to make a distinction between partisanship and party institutional interests. We propose a framework that sees the roles of the Electoral Commission, administrators and parties less in terms of neutrality and partisanship than as a set of participants, with interests that they bring to the bargaining table. Political consensus at this micro level is sometimes ranged against administrators and regulators.

We also note that the system of electoral administration is entering a period of strain with the increasing variety of electoral event (including referendums), funding constraints, and the declining capacity of political parties to deliver their part of the electoral process.
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