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British citizens living overseas are entitled to be registered to vote in UK Parliamentary 
elections for up to 15 years in the constituency they were registered in before leaving the UK. 
They are not entitled to vote in UK local elections or elections to the devolved assemblies.  

This Note gives details of the background to the provisions relating to overseas voters in the 
Representation of the People Act 1985 which was subsequently amended by the 
Representation of the People Act 1989 and the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums 
Act 2000. Information is also given about the procedure for registering to vote as an 
overseas elector and the means of voting, either by post or by proxy. 

There are different arrangements for the armed forces and these are covered in Library 
Standard Note SN/PC/4276, Armed forces voting. 

 

This information is provided to Members of Parliament in support of their parliamentary duties 
and is not intended to address the specific circumstances of any particular individual. It should 
not be relied upon as being up to date; the law or policies may have changed since it was last 
updated; and it should not be relied upon as legal or professional advice or as a substitute for 
it. A suitably qualified professional should be consulted if specific advice or information is 
required.  

This information is provided subject to our general terms and conditions which are available 
online or may be provided on request in hard copy. Authors are available to discuss the 
content of this briefing with Members and their staff, but not with the general public. 

http://www.parliament.uk/site_information/parliamentary_copyright.cfm
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons/lib/research/briefings/snpc-04276.pdf
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons/lib/research/briefings/snpc-04276.pdf
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1 Background 
Before 1985 British citizens resident outside the United Kingdom were unable to register to 
vote in UK Parliamentary elections. The Representation of the People Act 1985 extended the 
franchise to British citizens resident outside the UK and enabled them to register as 
‘overseas voters’ in the constituency for which they were last registered. This was initially for 
a period of 5 years, later extended to 20 years by the Representation of the People Act 1989, 
and then reduced to 15 years by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000. 

1.1 The Representation of the People Act 1985 
During the 1970s there was pressure to extend the franchise to British citizens living and 
working abroad.  Representations were made to the Speaker’s Conference on Electoral Law 
in 1973-4, but the Conference did not make specific recommendations in this area. The 
Home Affairs Select Committee subsequently recommended in 1982-3 that all UK citizens 
resident in EEC countries should have the right to vote in British Parliamentary elections.1 
The Government response to the Committee’s report recommended a seven year limit, 
noting that ‘in the Government’s view a person’s links with the United Kingdom are likely to 
have weakened significantly if he has lived outside it for as long as ten years’.2  The 
Government also recommended that the right be extended to British citizens living in non 
EEC countries, noting that it would find it hard to defend provisions giving British citizens the 
right to vote in Paris, but not in New York.   
 
There was a period of consultation before legislative proposals were brought forward; the 
Representation of the People Act 1985 made provision for British citizens resident overseas 
to remain on the electoral register in the UK for a period of 5 years.  
 
1.2 The Representation of the People Act 1989 
The level of overseas registration under the 1985 Act was far lower than expected despite 
overseas publicity.  Some of the apparent lack of enthusiasm for the new scheme was 
attributable to its practical complications, including the need for the elector to take all the 
positive steps to register without reminders. The Conservative manifesto for the 1987 
election promised to extend the eligibility, but was not specific about a new time limit.3 

A period of consultation of all interested bodies followed, with a consultation paper issued in 
April 1988.4  This suggested a new time limit of between 7 and 20 years, or even an 
unlimited qualification. In the Parliamentary session 1988-89 a further Bill was introduced to 
extend and simplify the scheme. Some of the qualifying aspects, such as requiring 
attestation by a consular official, were removed. The Bill as introduced proposed a 25 year 
period, but this was reduced to 20 years following amendments which were accepted by the 
Government. The Representation of the People Act 1989 thus made provision for a 20 year 
limit. 

 

 
 
1  HC 32 1982-3, para 27 
2  Cmnd 9140 January 1984 
3  The Next Steps Forward 1987 
4  Dep NS 3902 see HC Deb 29 April 1988 c 285-6W 
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1.3 Home Affairs Select Committee report October 1998 
Nearly ten years after the RPA 1989, a report from the Home Affairs Select Committee, 
Electoral Law and Administration, was published in October 1998. The report recommended 
a return to the five years’ absence rule 5.  Its conclusions are reproduced in full below: 

The Representation of the People Act 1985 introduced a right for British 
citizens resident overseas on the qualifying date to register as a voter for 
parliamentary and European elections for up to five years following their move 
overseas. This period was increased to twenty years under the Representation 
of the People Act 1989. The peak year for actual registrations under the Act 
was in 1991 when 34,500 registered; the numbers have steadily decreased 
since then until a rise in 1997, when the total stood at 23,600, followed by a 
further fall in 1998 to 17,300. Estimates of the potential number who could 
register have ranged as high as three million. 

 114. It has been suggested that it is unreasonable for people who have been 
away for so long to retain the right to vote. Professor Blackburn argued that the 
system meant that "an expatriate living hundreds or thousands of miles away, 
for the duration of a period exceeding a whole generation, carrying memories 
of British politics in the past and with little or no personal knowledge of 
contemporary issues in the constituency where he or she used to live, can 
influence the election of the government of a country to which he is not subject 
and to whom he or she may be paying no taxes". Electoral administrators 
pointed out that there were costs attached to registering overseas citizens and 
that a shorter period might be cheaper and easier to operate. The Labour Party 
and Liberal Democrat representatives both suggested that 20 years was 
perhaps too long. Professor Blackburn suggested that the right to vote while 
overseas might be related in some way to the nature of the links retained with 
the UK or to an intention to return. 

 115. On the other hand, it is clear that the present rules—with so few persons 
actually registering—cause very little disruption or distortion to the actual 
results and, for the Labour Party, Mr Gardner indicated that changing the time 
limit was not a priority issue. It must also be likely that those who do register 
are those with the greater commitment to events in the UK and are those most 
likely to be planning to return. A further restraining factor is that overseas 
voters have to vote by proxy (because it is not possible to send a ballot paper 
overseas reliably in the time available) which means that in order to exercise 
their right to vote they have to establish some form of connection with their 
former home. The Home Office reported that most of the correspondence they 
received on this issue was not from people calling for the twenty year period to 
be lowered but from people who had been resident overseas for more than 
twenty years arguing for it to be increased.  

116. On balance, we take the view that the twenty year maximum period within 
which a British citizen overseas may retain the right to vote is excessive and 
that the earlier limit—five years—should be restored. 

1.4 The Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 
During the passage of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Bill 1999-2000 
amendments were proposed to review the Bill’s new limit of 10 years for overseas voters. In 
the House of Lords at committee stage, the Government suggested increasing the proposed 

 
 
5  HC 768 1997-8 
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limit from 10 years to 15 years – which meant a reduction of five years on the status quo. An 
amendment to create a 15 year limit was subsequently passed unopposed.6 This provision, 
in s141 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, took effect from 1 April 
2002 and is still in place. 

The Labour Government did not indicate any plans to extend the 15 year limit but there were 
calls to increase the registration rate amongst British citizens living abroad. The Electoral 
Commission has launched campaigns to encourage British citizens abroad to register to vote 
in UK elections. In 2009 the Commission issued a press release: 

There are more than 5 million British citizens living abroad, but only a few 
thousand of them have registered to vote in the upcoming UK general election, 
according to the Electoral Commission, the UK’s independent elections 
watchdog.  

British citizens living abroad can register as overseas voters if they have been 
registered to vote in the UK at any time within the past 15 years. Yet of the 
estimated 5.5 million British citizens living abroad, less than 13,000 overseas 
voters are currently on a UK electoral register.  

Brits living overseas can vote by post or arrange for a proxy to vote for them in 
a UK Parliamentary election and the Commission has launched a campaign to 
encourage British citizens abroad to register to vote ahead of the next general 
election. 

Jenny Watson, Chair of the Electoral Commission, said:  

“British citizens living abroad come from a wide variety of backgrounds, but we 
know that most maintain strong links with the UK. It is easier than ever before 
for British citizens abroad to keep in touch with friends, family and colleagues 
back home and many will also want to have their say in elections. 

2 Registration of overseas voters 
Overseas voters cannot register to vote if they have never been registered as a voter in the 
UK although if a voter left the UK before he was 18 he can be registered at his parents' or 
guardians' address provided that he left the UK no more than 15 years ago. 

Overseas voters have to register to vote each year in the same way as voters living in the 
UK. The first time an overseas voter makes an application to be included on the register his 
declaration that he is living overseas must also be accompanied by an attestation by a British 
citizen. The Electoral Registration Officer will send the overseas voter a renewal form each 
year until the end of the 15 year period. Overseas voters can vote by post or proxy, or in 
person at their allotted polling station if they are in the UK at the time of the election.  The 
Electoral Commission recommends that overseas voters should consider appointing a proxy 
to vote on their behalf because of the short period available to be sent and return a postal 
vote overseas. 

If the overseas voter is serving in the armed forces, or is a Crown servant, there are different 
provisions for registering to vote as they are not subject to the 15 year rule.  Briefly, members 
of HM forces and their spouses can either register by means of a service declaration or can 
choose to be registered as an ordinary elector instead. A service declaration is valid for five 

 
 
6  HL Deb 22 November 2000 c924 
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years and then has to be renewed.7 Crown servants and British Council employees 
employed in a post outside the UK, together with their spouses, are also entitled to be 
registered for all elections and have to submit a Crown Servant or British Council declaration 
with their application to register.  

The Electoral Commission has a factsheet on its website which gives further details about 
the registration of overseas voters and a link to the relevant registration forms.8  

3 Voting by post or proxy 
The Electoral Commission has, since 2003, called for the general election timetable to be 
lengthened to bring it into line with the 25 day local election timetable.  The Commission’s 
recommendations have not been implemented and it continues to recommend that overseas 
voters and armed forces voters serving abroad should appoint a proxy to cast their votes 
(either by the proxy in person, or by post) to make sure that their votes are counted. The 
Commission published its report on the administration of the 2010 general election in July 
2010 and made the following comments on overseas voting: 

5.33 British citizens living overseas who had moved to another country within 
the last 15 years, and who had previously been registered in the UK, could 
register to vote in the UK general election as an ‘overseas voter’. Overseas 
voters could choose to vote by post or appoint a proxy. 

5.34 Some overseas voters who had registered for a postal vote have 
complained that they did not receive their postal ballot packs in time to vote in 
the election, or that they did not receive them at all. The election timetable 
meant that postal ballot packs could only be issued after 20 April 2010 at the 
earliest, leaving two weeks for ballot packs to be received by electors based 
overseas, completed and returned to Returning Officers in the UK before 10pm 
on 6 May. 

5.35 It was clear at this election that the tight timescale for the issue and return 
of overseas postal votes meant that some people were not able to return their 
postal ballot packs in time for their votes to be counted. The UK Government 
must take into account these concerns as it considers rationalising the election  
timetable as part of its planned introduction of fixed-term elections for the UK 
Parliament.9 

4 Voting in the referendum on 5 May 2011 
Overseas voters are able to vote in the referendum on the voting system on 5 May 2011; the 
franchise for the referendum is the UK Parliamentary franchise and peers. The Electoral 
Commission issued a press release on 2 March 2011 to remind British citizens living 
overseas that the deadline to register to vote is 14 April 2011:  

On Thursday 5 May, many British citizens living abroad will have the 
opportunity to vote in the first UK-wide referendum in 35 years.  But they need 
to act now, says the Electoral Commission, the independent UK elections 
watchdog. 

 
 
7     For further details see Library Standard Note SN/PC/4276 
8     http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/electoral_commission_pdf_file/0015/13281/Overseas-

electors-2010.pdf  
9     Report on the administration of the 2010 UK general election, Electoral Commission, July 2010 
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Electoral Commission Head of Campaigns, Clinton Proud says: “The 
referendum gives voters the chance to have their say on how MPs are elected 
to the House of Commons. In order to vote, you will need to be on the electoral 
register. We know that many of the 5.5million British citizens living abroad are 
eligible to vote, but are not registered. 

“Distance doesn’t mean you can’t make your voice heard.  You can apply to 
vote by post or by proxy, and the forms to do this, and to register to vote, are all 
available on our website: www.aboutmyvote.co.uk.  The deadline to register is 
Thursday 14 April - so now is the time to act.” 

The Electoral Commission is responsible for the conduct of the referendum on 
5 May, and has instructed Counting Officers in Britain to send out ballot papers 
to voters overseas as early as possible after 14 April. 

The Commission added that postal ballot papers will be sent to overseas voters by Royal 
Mail after 14 April and that overseas voters needed to return these by post in time for them to 
reach the relevant local returning officer by 10pm on Thursday 5 May. The Commission 
suggested that overseas voters should consider if this timetable was realistic for them, or 
whether they should apply to vote using a proxy instead. 

5 House of Lords debate on 2 March 2011 
A short debate in the House of Lords on voting arrangements for British citizens living 
overseas and members of the armed forces serving abroad was held on 2 March 2011. 
Viscount Astor asked whether the government would consider changing the voting 
arrangements that were currently in place; he suggested that it was very difficult for British 
citizens living abroad to register and even more difficult for them to successfully use their 
postal votes. Lord Astor noted that the ‘the only sure way for members of the armed forces to 
vote is by proxy’ and he continued: 

We seem to be the only EU country that does not encourage its citizens living 
abroad to play an active part in their own country. It is difficult to register and it 
is difficult to vote. You have to register in the constituency where you last lived 
in the UK, and you have to prove it, so many do not bother-it is a cumbersome 
procedure.10 

Lord Astor also called on the government to look again at the 15 year rule. Lord Lester of 
Herne Hill agreed and made the point that a number of British citizens who worked abroad in 
international organisations did not have the same voting rights as members of the armed 
forces, Crown servants and employees of the British Council who were not subject to the 15 
year cut off rule.11 Lord Lester had previously asked the government to legislate to change 
the rules (see the Parliamentary Question below).  

Lord Roberts of Llandudno criticised the general election timetable as being too short to 
allow for postal votes to be sent abroad and returned in time to be counted. This issue was 
also raised by Baroness Gale who suggested that electronic voting would overcome these 
problems.12 

 
 
10    HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1119 
11    HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1123 
12    HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1131 
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Lord Lexden commented on the number of Conservative Party associations abroad and said 
that when these associations are asked why so few British citizens living abroad were 
registered to vote the response was usually that ‘the process of registration is too complex 
and cumbersome.’13 Baroness Gale also commented on the low registration numbers for 
British citizens living overseas despite campaigns by the Electoral Commission, most 
recently in the spring of 2010, to encourage registration.14  

The Minister, Lord McNally, acknowledged that the Government should address the issue of 
overseas voters; he said that of an estimated 5.5 million British citizens living abroad, only 
about 30,000 actually vote. The Government was looking at the length of the election 
timetable ‘with a sense of urgency’ and that although there was not a great deal of 
enthusiasm for it at present, there was a case for a study of electronic voting in the UK. Lord 
McNally said the issues raised in the debate were substantial and there should be a ‘really 
radical look at voting for our overseas residents and, very importantly, for our military’ early in 
this Parliament.15 

6 Number of overseas voters 
The table and chart below show the number of overseas electors on the register for each 
year since 1987; this was the first year for which data was recorded, following the 
Representation of the People Act 1985 which allowed British citizens resident abroad to 
register for the first time. 

The number of overseas electors on the register peaks in the years when there is a general 
election (with the exception of 1991) before falling again over the next few years. The very 
large increase in numbers of overseas electors in 1991 can be attributed to measures in the 
Representation of the People Act 1989 which extended the period during which overseas 
voters could be registered to vote in UK Parliamentary elections from 5 years to 20 years. 
There was also a particularly large increase in the number of overseas electors in 2010. 

 

 

 
 
13   HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1126 
14   HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1130 
15   HL Deb 2 March 2011 c1133 
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Table 1: Overseas electors on UK electoral register, 1987-2010

Date
Overseas electors 

on register

Feb-87 11,100
Feb-88 2,092
Feb-89 1,836
Feb-90 1,237
Feb-91 34,454
Feb-92 31,942
Feb-93 22,131
Feb-94 18,552
Feb-95 17,934
Feb-96 17,886
Feb-97 23,583
Feb-98 17,315
Feb-99 13,677
Feb-00 10,669
Feb-01 11,496
Dec-01 13,009
Dec-02 9,185
Dec-03 i 8,374
Dec-04 9,672
Dec-05 18,947
Dec-06 ii 15,090
Dec-07 14,330
Dec-08 13,695
Dec-09 14,901
Dec-10 32,739

Notes

(ii) 2006 figure is approximate.

Sources
ONS, Electoral Statistics  and personal communication
General Register Office for Scotland, Electoral Statistics
Electoral Office for Northern Ireland, personal communication
OPCS, Electoral Statistics
HC Deb 18 Mar 2010 c1031W; HC Deb 10 Sep 2008 c1965W; HC Deb 7 Apr 2005 c1573W; 
HC Deb 8 Jul 2003 c733W; HC Deb 28 Oct 1999 c962W

(i) 2003 figure includes 24 overseas electors registered in Northern Ireland at February 2004; 
data for Northern Ireland for December 2003 are not available.
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7 Representing overseas constituents 
There is no specific guidance for MPs on constituency correspondence with expatriates, nor 
are there any legal restrictions on how a Member of Parliament undertakes their duties. In his 
evidence to the Modernisation Committee’s 2007 inquiry into the role of the back bench 
Member, the Clerk of the House wrote that “How backbenchers perform their role as 
Members of the House is largely a matter for each Member to decide”.16  

The House of Commons Information Office factsheet You and Your MP includes a section 
entitled “The responsibilities of your MP”.  It offers the following general guidance for 
constituents: 

Your MP will generally do everything he or she can to help constituents but will not feel 
able to support every cause, nor will they be able to get the desired solution to every 
individual problem. Members may not be willing to support one constituent if in doing 
so they will deprive another. At times a constituent's demands may conflict with party 
policy and your MP will have to decide where their first loyalty should lie. The Member 
may think that, in any case, a majority of constituents would support the party policy ‐ 
after all that is likely to be one of the reasons why they elected him or her. 

There is no statutory job description for MPs. The Code of Conduct for Members of 
Parliament, the latest version of which was agreed to by the House of Commons on 13 
July 2005, is the nearest approximation. The purpose of the Code is “to assist 
Members in the discharge of their obligations to the House, their constituents and the 
public at large”.  

 
 
16  Modernisation Committee, Revitalising the Chamber: the role of the back bench Member, 20 June 2007, HC 

337 2006-07, Evidence from the Clerk of the House of Commons, Ev 97 
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How Members carry out their duties is a matter for them to determine individually.  The Code 
of Conduct for Members of Parliament simply states that Members have a “special duty” to 
their constituents.17 

The convention that Members should only handle casework on behalf of their own 
constituents does not go beyond that bald outline.  It offers no advice to individual Members 
as to how they should undertake such casework, as the following extract from the Standard 
Note on Members and Constituency Etiquette 18 demonstrates: 

“The simple, general principle is that any citizen in the United Kingdom should first get 
in touch with his own constituency representative”.19  Edmund Marshall, formerly MP 
for Goole, so wrote in the fullest account, yet to appear, about the practicalities of a 
Member’s dealings with his constituents.  He continued: 

There is a convention, almost universally observed on all sides of the House of 
Commons, that Members deal with personal inquiries only from their own 
constituents.20 

The corollary of this is that when a Member is contacted by someone who is not her or 
his own constituent, that person should be referred without delay to the constituency 
Member.21  

8 Possible future changes to the 15 year rule 
Since the general election on 6 May 2010 there have been two Parliamentary Questions 
asking the Coalition Government to look again at the 15 year rule. The Government has not 
given a commitment to address the issue, but neither has it ruled it out. 

Michael Fallon: To ask the Deputy Prime Minister if he will review the 
appropriateness of the time limit applicable to voting rights in general elections 
to UK citizens resident overseas for 15 years or more.  

Mr Harper: The Representation of the People Act 1985 provided for British 
citizens resident overseas to be able to register to vote in general and 
European parliamentary elections in the UK. However, the voting rights of 
"overseas electors" did not continue indefinitely, but was for five years from the 
time when the UK citizen was last resident and on the electoral register in the 
UK. The length of the time limit has subsequently fluctuated, first increasing to 
20 years, then being reduced to 15 years from 1 April 2002. 

The Government have not yet considered the way forward on this issue.22 

A question in the House of Lords asked about the voting rights of those working overseas for 
more than 15 years: 

Lord Lester of Herne Hill: to ask Her Majesty’s Government whether they will 
introduce legislative proposals so that British citizens who have worked 
overseas for more than 15 years in international organisations have the same 

 
 
17  House of Commons, Code of Conduct, June 2009, HC 735 2008-09  
18  House of Commons Library Standard Note SN/PC/2028, Members and Constituency Etiquette, 9 January 

2009 
19  Edmund Marshall, Parliament and the Public, 1982, p21 
20  Ibid, pp21-22 
21  The House of Commons provide a constituency locator in order to deduce in which constituency a particular 

address falls, http://www.upmystreet.com/commons/l/ 
22   HC Deb 14 June 2010 c321W 
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right to vote in parliamentary elections as members of the Armed Forces, 
Crown Servants and employees of the British Council. 

The Minister of State, Ministry of Justice (Lord McNally): The Government 
are aware that representations have been made on behalf of those working in 
some international organisations abroad that they should continue to be able to 
vote after a period of 15 years continuous residence overseas. The 
Government have not yet considered the way forward on this issue.23 

There have been suggestions that there should be a MP specifically for British citizens living 
overseas; similar suggestions for a MP for the armed forces serving abroad have also been 
made. It is doubtful whether such proposals would be supported by the present Government 
which has already legislated to reduce the number of Members in the House of Commons.24 
It is also difficult for MPs for British citizens living abroad to assist with problems raised by 
their constituents which concern the government and administration of the country in which 
they live and where the UK Government has no jurisdiction; having MPs for specific areas 
overseas would not solve this dilemma. 

 

 

 
23   HL Deb 10 June 2010 cWA57 
24  Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act 2011 


