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Submission to the House of Lords All-Party Working Group on Overseas Voting 
 
 
My name is Margaret Hales and I have lived in Spain for nearly 7 years. Thank you for accepting this submission. 
 
I think democracy is important. For more than 30 years, living in Britain, I took part in local and regional politics 
within my local constituency and also as a non executive Chairman in the NHS; in the 1997 Honours I was 
awarded an MBE for service to politics. I seem to have received from my ancestor Emmeline Pankhurst a strong 
sense of service to the community and a wish to bring people closer to our democratic government. 
 
On retirement, together with my husband, I moved to Spain to live, as is my wonderful right under the free 
movement of people within the European Union. We took great care to prepare for this move, ensuring all the 
paperwork for health care, taxation, the house, our residency registration and our registration to vote (in the UK) 
were all completed correctly. It was only during our first year in Spain that we heard that our vote would be taken 
away from us after (apparently an arbitrary) 15 years.  
 
Since then I have campaigned to have that disenfranchisement rescinded (it was my letter to Mr Nick Clegg that 
was read out by Nick de Bois in the Commons debate on this issue- which I was able to watch, in my home in 
Spain, on live Parliament channel television). I have campaigned to raise the awareness of the British population in 
Spain as to the registration process for voting. Together with the help of the Partido Popular in Madrid and 'their 
man' in Valencia, I have run information sessions within the Valencia Region, helping people to complete the 
somewhat tortuous paperwork to enable them to apply to vote. I have run a publicity campaign through the English 
language newspapers in Spain, liaised with colleagues in France and appeared on a BBC programme on 
registration and voting. 
 
I have the following points to make to the Committee. I hope these are helpful in your deliberations. 
 
1. Firstly, there is no information given on British Government websites indicating that moving abroad will lead to 

disenfranchisement. It has been a secret well hidden from the unsuspecting British citizen. Senior retired 
servicemen and those who have seen action on behalf of their country and their Queen are now unable to vote, 
and yet (as you no doubt know) they are required to continue to pay their taxes to HMRC irrespective of where 
they now live. It never crossed their minds that as holders of a British passport they would be denied a part in 
the democratic process. I am not of the opinion that any of us would have changed our minds on moving our 
home if we had held the correct information on enfranchisement, but in a world where information to enable 
people to make choices is expected, it is shoddy practice in the extreme. In addition it means that complaining 
about 'the system' is much harder once the move has been made. Until recently even MPs did not really know 
the details and were not inclined to take up the case for constituents who had moved away. The results of my 
lobbying of MPs and Peers last year demonstrated their remarkable lack of correct information and the 
relegation of the problem to the bottom of their correspondence pile. 

2. Mention has been made in Debates of the small number of people who actually take the trouble to register to 
vote. Of course there are plenty of suggestions as to how the voting system could be brought out of the 19th 
century so as to improve the numbers of overseas voter and I am sure you will be considering these. Yet the 
fact remains that the majority of Brits came to Spain before 2009. You can improve the system all you want, but 
most of us are already disenfranchised or have only one General Election to go before our vote is taken away. 
Who but the most committed will go through all the hoops to register to vote, knowing that subsequently that 
vote will be taken away? 

3. Earlier this year, an influential report on EU citizenship by Viviane Reding, the Vice-President of the EU 
Commission, underlined the importance of maintaining voting in the elections for national parliaments. She 
wrote: “The-practice of some Member States of depriving their citizens of their right to vote once they move to 
another EU country is effectively tantamount to punishing citizens for having exercised their right to free 
movement”. This is indeed how we feel. Additionally, with the promise of a Referendum on membership of the 
European Union, those of us who will be most affected by the withdrawal of Britain from the Union ought to 
have the right to a democratic say in the Referendum. Under current legislation many, many people will be 
denied that vote. 

4. It is claimed that, once we have left the country, we have no further relationship with, or interest in, Britain, our 
native land. Yet it is curious that of all the non-Spanish groups here in Spain it is the British who have the most 
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effective “ghetto” system going with vast numbers of people continuing to be very British. Yet their vote is taken 
away. Few Brits take the trouble to learn and speak good Spanish. They establish their own shops, bars, 
restaurants, building companies, garden centres, solicitors and doctors etc. English newspapers (from Britain) 
and English language newspapers (in Spain), together with BBC and other English language television are 
generally the way of life. And yet it continues to be said in both Houses and portrayed on British television that 
British people have little or no interest in British affairs. In Spain, at least, nothing could be further from the truth.  

5. As Hansard and the Daily Mail readily reveal, there is a pejorative attitude to British citizens who live abroad 
which denies the facts. They (me) are depicted as gin-swilling layabouts who should be despised because they 
'escaped' to the land of cheap booze and everlasting sunshine (probably in Spain). In reality, the statistics 
show that most are of working age, scattered around the world employed in banking and finance, insurance, 
education, engineering and technology. Many are actually working for British companies- 'batting for Britain'. 
When we had an Empire, such individuals were heroes and the stuff of legend and literature. We 'expats' are 
no different, except that of course we are in an age of the global economy when all are able to take the 
opportunity to further their careers and work abroad. Please consult the statistics. Can you determine the 
numbers who have been working abroad and who have now been disenfranchised? Can you find out how 
many have served their country for all their working life- abroad- and now have retired outside the UK and have 
never been able to cast their vote? I can give you personal examples but this is the sort of information you 
need to have and to discuss the implications before passing legislation.  

 
In conclusion, I am grateful to all members of the Working Group for being willing to take time to deliberate these 
matters and I hope that this issue is treated with the utmost seriousness. My ancestor Emmeline Pankhurst, in 
October 1908, in her speech at her trial at Bow Street Magistrates Court said  
“I want you, if you can, […] to realise what it means to […] us. We are driven to do this, we are determined to go 
with this agitation, because we feel in honour bound. Just as it was the duty of your fore-fathers, it is our duty to 
make this world a better place […] than it is today.” 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Mrs Margaret Hales 


