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BRIEFING: 

Overseas Voters (15 Year Rule) Bill 2014-15 
Private Members Bill On 6 March 2015 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
New Europeans welcomes the Overseas Voters (15 Year Rule) Bill. The Bill   seeks 
to end a rule which disenfranchises British overseas electors. 

We also welcome the recommendations of the Political and Constitutional Reform 
Select  Committee    in  its  ‘Political and Constitutional Reform - Sixth Report  
Voter engagement in the UK: follow up’  published  on  18  February  2015. 

The Committee recommended that ‘the proposal for removing the current 15-
year limit on British citizens living overseas from participating in UK elections 
should be considered as part of a wider package of measures aimed at 
increasing engagement by this group, as this change would simplify the 
eligibility criteria and make it easier to promote registration to British citizens 
no longer resident in the UK. 

Currently, UK citizens who have been living abroad for more than 15 years, 
automatically lose their right vote in the UK. 

We believe that the rule is unfair and have joined forces with organisations abroad 
such as Votes For Expats to campaign for the abolition of the 15 year rule 

Labour International, Liberal International, and Conservatives Abroad have also 
campaigned for a change in the rule. 
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The  ’15  Year  Rule’ 
 
Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights provides that 
‘every citizen shall have the right and the opportunity (to vote), without any of the 
distinctions  mentioned  in  article  2  and  without  unreasonable  restrictions’ 
 
 
The very existence of a rule which disenfranchises overseas electors after 15 years 
spent abroad, whose only ‘legitimate’  aim  appears to be to restrict the parliamentary 
franchise to those individuals who are affected by decisions made in Westminster or 
who have retained ties with the UK, does little to promote participation or to give a 
voice to overseas electors.  
 
In our view,  it is  also punitive and arbitrary. 
 
Even if we were to accept that the franchise in parliamentary election should be lost 
after a set period spent abroad, which we do not, we certainly can not condone the  
automatic restriction of such a fundamental right after 15 years,  applied 
indiscriminately, regardless of any ties one might have with the UK. 
 
Is it fair, for example, that an overseas citizen who draws income from the UK or 
owns capital in the UK, has no say or no influence though political participation on 
how much tax is levied? 
 
Those  in  favour  of  the  rule  would  argue  that  an  assessment  of  one’s  ties  on  a  case-
by-case basis would be cumbersome and could lead to inconsistent decisions. We 
submit that such assessments are carried out by the Department and Works and 
Pensions in Winter Fuel Payments cases for overseas pensioners who reside in 
another EEA country.  
 
One  is  entitled  if  s/he  has  ‘retained  sufficient  and  genuine  links  with  the  UK.  
Guidance has been issued by the DWP which states the factors to take into account: 
 

 Personal factors: for example whether the claimant is receiving a UK benefit, 
 Periods of residence or work in the UK, for example, where the claimant has 

spent a significant part of their life in the UK 
 Where the claimant has worked and paid UK NI contributions as a result of 

that work 
 
Time spent abroad is not a ground for disqualification in the enjoyment of certain 
rights and seems to only apply for the right to fully participate in political life. 
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The importance of this Bill 
 
 
The IPPR report, ‘Global  Brit:  making  the  most  of the British  Diaspora’  (2010)  took  
the  view  that  ‘the British population overseas has the following characteristics: 
 
• They are a clearly identifiable and self-identifying national group 
• They have a sense of empathy and connection with other Britons in their country of 
• Residence and in other countries overseas 
• They retain an attachment to the UK and an interest in its affairs 
• They mobilise collectively or show a willingness to be mobilised.  
 
“Even emigrants who have lived for many years abroad, or who feel they have 
committed themselves wholly to a new life in a new country often maintain significant 
links or attachment to the UK” 
 
The evidence strongly suggests that the argument that links to the UK are somehow 
lost after 15 years spent abroad,  i.e. the argument in support of the 15 year rule,  
has no evidential basis. It is simply an assumption.  
 
We should pose the question as to whether a society, which promotes fairness and 
confers undeniable rights, can justify excluding a portion of the electorate (which is 
already significantly under-represented). 
 
A successful re-engagement with the overseas electorate requires accepting that 
they can play an active part in their country and should have a say in how their 
country is run regardless of any time spent abroad or whether they are affected by 
decisions made in Westminster  
 
 The 15 year rule is an anomaly and should be removed.  
 
In Brits Abroad (2006), The Institute of Public Policy and Research (IPPR) showed 
that there were more than 5.5 million British citizens living abroad permanently 
although the figure is believed to have increased to 5.6 million. 
 
Only 15,848 British overseas are registered to vote in the UK Parliament Election 
which represents less than 1% of the total overseas citizens. This is by far the least 
registered group within the UK electorate.  
 
With the exception of 1991, registration of overseas voters is higher when there is a 
UK General Election1 and the large increase in registration of overseas voters in 
1991 may have been influenced by amendments to the law, which provided that 
overseas voters were eligible to vote in UK Parliament elections up to 20 years ( 
rather than 5) after leaving the UK. 
 

                                                           
1 Sources ONS, Electoral Statistics and personal communication and www.parliament.uk%2Fbriefing-
papers%2Fsn05923.pdf&ei=b8tHVPDzK8LO7gbj0ICwBQ&usg=AFQjCNFNPQVjX7qI1kE7a-EuPdAxi6azFg 
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New Europeans launched an online survey targeting British citizens living abroad to 
provide some preliminary indication of the existing barriers to registration and to 
understand how overseas British citizens felt about their right to vote in UK 
parliament elections. 
 
The survey was completed by  215 respondents who were reached via social media 
and through partner British expats organisations. Participants from the following 
countries took part (please note that the list is not exhaustive): 
 

 Within the European Union: France, Spain, Belgium, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Italy, Poland , and Greece. Outside of the European 
Union : China, Thailand, Australia, Canada, United States of America, 
Switzerland and Turkey 

We have also received some positive support from British citizens abroad in Los 
Angeles and Mexico through this short exercise. 
 
The potential worldwide reach is encouraging and New Europeans will continue to 
establish working relationships with key stakeholders nationally but also 
internationally to facilitate better engagement with British citizens abroad. 
 
 In the House of Commons Debate on 27 June 2012 at c243, Mr Geoffrey Clifton-
Brown MP in proposing to add a clause to remove the 15 year rule during the 
passage of Electoral Registration and Administration Bill 2012-13 explained his 
reasoning as follows: 
 

According to the Institute for Public Policy Research, 5.6 million 
British citizens currently live abroad. The shocking truth is that 
although, as of last December, about 4.4 million of them were of 
voting age, only 23,388 were registered for an overseas vote, 
according  to  the  Office  for  National  Statistics’  electoral  statistics.  
Out of 4.4 million potential overseas voters, only 23,000-odd are 
actually registered! Half the problem is the difficulties of the 
registration process, which I brought before the House during the 
clause 1 stand part debate on 18 June, but the other half of the 
problem is the cut-off limit or qualifying period.  

 
The issue of restrictions on overseas voters was reviewed in the House of Commons 
in 1998, with the Home Affairs Select Committee publishing a report on Electoral 
Law and Administration. However, the section of the report that related to overseas 
voters only focused on the maximum time for which a British national living abroad 
should be able to register to vote. The committee reported that for various reasons a 
cut-off point of 20 years was not suitable. It took the view that for a British citizen 
living abroad for 20 years, an understanding of politics would be rooted in the past 
and not in contemporary British politics. It also highlighted the low registration rate of 
British nationals living abroad and the cost of extending the franchise to 20 years. 
 
Noting that the UK Parliament has adjusted the time limit from 5 years to 20 years 
and most recently to 15 years, we seriously question the justification of any time limit 
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for both Westminster and European elections  on  the  grounds  that   these  “overseas”  
voters have over time seen their connection with the UK diminish.   
 
We asked though our online survey British overseas resident why they felt it 
important to vote in the UK Parliament elections and the results are as follows: 
 
 
Why is it important for you to vote Percentage 
I am a British citizen 93.90% 
I have a vote and want to use it 53.63% 
Issues decided in Westminster can affect 
me 

87.15% 

So I have a voice through my MP 68.15% 
It helps maintain my links with the UK 61.45% 
 
83.2% of the participants do not have a right to vote in the national elections of the 
country of their residence.  
 
 A. tells us that ‘I  have  had  an  international  career  spanning  4  different  EU  countries  
as well as UK. My professional (I am a solicitor of England and Wales) and personal 
links to the UK remain very strong and I spend on average 2-3 months per year in 
the UK for personal and professional reasons.  
I have used my right of free movement under EU law to work in different EU 
countries and find myself thereby deprived of my fundamental right to vote as a 
British  citizen’   
 
B. added that   ‘As   a   British   subject   (sole   nationality)   I must have the right to 
participate in the decision of selecting the party/persons that I feel will better pursue 
the interests of my country. Having lived abroad a long time should not weaken this 
right as they do not in most (if not all) the other European  countries.’ 
 
The fact that they often draw pensions and pay taxes in the UK is sufficient 
justification to argue that that connection is in practice maintained.  
 
We agree with those proposing an amendment to the Electoral Registration and 
Administration  Bill   in  the  House  of  Commons  in  June  2012  who  argued  that:  “For a 
democracy as ancient as ours, it is not an exaggeration to say that it is a stain on our 
democratic principles that our citizens are placed at such a disadvantage when they 
have moved abroad compared with citizens from those other countries. Her 
Majesty’s   Government   is   very   happy   to   collect   tax   from   most   of   the   enormous  
number of people involved, but denies them the vote.” 
 
The 15-year time limit has the anomalous effect of leaving many British nationals 
resident   in  other  EU  member  states  unable   to  vote   in  any  member  state’s  national  
elections.  
 
 84.92% of our respondents support the abolition of the 15 year rule now. This 
contradicts   the  notion  of  EU  citizenship   in   the  Treaties  as  well  as   the  notion  of   “no  
taxation  without  representation”.       
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C.  tells  us  that  ‘I am a retired police officer and therefore pay my taxes in the UK on 
my police pension and therefore feel I should  have  a  voice’. 
 
Similarly D. tells us ‘I  need  and  want,  my  democratic  human  right  to  be  treated  as  an  
equal with all other British nationals, who choose to remain in the UK, especially as I 
have worked and paid all my taxes and NIC from the age of 16 to 60.5 years, and 
now contribute to the Exchequer  in  the  UK.’ 
 
The  ‘no  taxation  without  representation’  principle  was  also  echoed  by  E.  who  says  
that ‘As  an  EU  civil  servant,  I  am  tax  resident  in  the  UK  on  my  non-EU world-wide 
income  and  yet  I  do  not  have  the  right  to  vote.’ 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
It is evident from the responses to our survey that the concerned British overseas 
residents feel it is of extreme importance that they fully participate in the UK political 
life via national elections. The current 15 year rule leaves them with no voting rights 
in any national elections unless they acquire the citizenship of the country they 
reside in.  
 
Furthermore, they have little or no say in decisions made by the British Parliament 
despite the impact it may have on their lives.  
 
We take the view that a large proportion of overseas British voters will want to have 
a say in the current future direction of the UK. 
 
This can only be achieved if they have the right to vote. Overseas British citizens tell 
us that they are concerned with issues around tax, pensions, and healthcare and in 
many ways they echo the concerns of British citizens living in the UK. 
 
By supporting this Bill, you will send a positive message to the estimated 5 million 
overseas citizens that:  
 

 They are not forgotten; 
 They are an integral part of our society; and 
 We value their contribution 
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