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19 July 2012 
 
Dear Mr Richards, 

 

Thank you for your email of 17 June to Mark Harper, the Minister for Political and 

Constitutional Reform, in which you express concerns about the 15 year time limit on voting 

rights which applies to British citizens resident overseas. I have been asked to reply as part 

of the team within Cabinet Office with responsibility for this area of electoral policy.  

 

In light of your comments, it may be helpful if I explain the background to this issue. 

 

As you may know, the Representation of the People Act 1985 provides for British citizens 

living overseas to be able to register to vote in UK parliamentary and European 

parliamentary elections in the UK (provided they have been previously registered in the UK 

within the last 15 years). Under the Act, any such citizen is entitled to apply to the Electoral 

Registration Officer (ERO) for the area in which he or she most recently registered in the UK, 

in order to be placed on the ‘overseas electors’ list.  

 

However, under the 1985 Act, the voting rights of ‘overseas electors’ did not continue 

indefinitely, but for five years from the time when the UK citizen was last resident and on the 

electoral register in the UK. Parliament decided to impose a time limit on the eligibility of 

overseas electors to vote in UK elections, as it was thought that generally over time their 

connection with the UK would diminish. The length of the time limit has been changed over 

the years, first increasing to twenty years under the Representation of the People Act 1989, 

before being reduced to fifteen years from 1 April 2002. In this respect, being 

disenfranchised of your right to vote in UK elections would not affect your status as a British 

citizen. 

 

The UK voting franchise is not based on being a UK tax payer, so it does not necessarily 

follow that, because someone pays taxes in the UK, he or she has the right to vote in the 

UK. Some foreign nationals living and paying tax in the UK are not eligible to vote. 
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The Government is continuing to consider whether the 15 year time limit remains 

appropriate, but is not minded at the present time to make any change.  If any change is 

proposed Parliament will of course need to consider the issue. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Philippa Robinson 

Elections and Democracy Division 


