
Question asked by Lord Lexden at 2.59 pm, Monday 6th July 2015 in the 

House of Lords: 

“To ask Her Majesty’s Government whether they will fulfil their commitment to extend full 

voting rights to all United Kingdom citizens overseas before the referendum on United 

Kingdom membership of the European Union.” 

Specific points raised by Peers in subsequent debate: 

1. Whether the right to vote from abroad would also include the right to provide 

donations to political parties in the UK.  

2. The desirability of compulsory registration. 

3. Why is there concern for overseas citizens voting in an EU referendum 

when, at home, 800,000 people born and bred in Scotland did not have a vote, 

though resident in the United Kingdom, in something that affected Scotland and the 

United Kingdom? 

Point by point response: 

1. “Whether donations can be made from income that has neither been earned in this 

country nor had UK tax paid on it” is not in any way related to British citizenship and 

the question of extending full voting rights to all such UK citizens overseas, 

particularly when very many of these expatriate citizens (e.g. all retired military, 

police, fire service, teachers, local authority retirees etc.) also continue to pay UK tax 

anyway. This is why the government has already confirmed that the right to vote is 

not necessarily related to paying tax e.g. Russian citizens resident and paying taxes in 

the UK cannot vote but Irish and Commonwealth citizens resident and paying taxes 

in the UK can.   

  

The Government’s “Votes for Life” Bill” quite rightly would link a British citizen’s 

right to vote to holding British nationality and not arbitrarily to how long he or she 

has been resident overseas, with exceptions only then applied to e.g. the albeit rather 

odd historical left-over of Irish and Commonwealth citizens. 

 

As it is, page 4 of the Electoral Commission’s publication “Managing donations to 

political parties” includes as a permissible source of donations “An individual 

registered on a UK electoral register including overseas electors and those leaving 

bequests”.  

 

2. Concerning the desirability or not of compulsory registration “if we are to have a 

referendum that gives an opportunity to all our citizens to vote”, the Scottish  

Independence Referendum with its over 84% turnout, well above the normal rate for 

UK elections, proves that compulsory registration is not necessary when the issue is 

considered important and contentious enough to be put to all British citizens in a 

referendum. 



However, the case of Australia which has compulsory voting, except for Australians 

who live abroad, is instructive. If the latter desire to continue to vote they must apply 

for overseas elector status within three years of their departure, otherwise they lose 

their right to vote. Therefore, an option for the British government to consider for the 

“Votes for Life” Bill might be to put the onus on the British citizen overseas to choose 

to register to vote or not, by applying for “overseas voting status” within a defined 

period of years. 

 

 

3. The case of the Scottish Independence Referendum “where 800,000 people born and 

bred in Scotland did not have a vote, though resident in the United Kingdom, in 

something that affected Scotland and the United Kingdom,” has some important 

differences when compared with an EU referendum including all UK citizens.  

 

To avoid a controversial and likely drawn-out process of determining qualifying 

degrees of “Scottishness”, it was expedient for the SNP and the Government to limit 

the franchise to the Local Electoral Register, which meant that all resident EU 

national citizens could vote in it but not Scots non-resident in Scotland. 

 

In the case of the EU referendum, it is the National Electoral Register which is 

currently considered and means that no EU nationals (other than British) would be 

on this register, whilst all British nationals abroad for over 15 years would be 

excluded.  

 

Together between 1 and 2 million UK citizens resident overseas and within the 

European Union will be involved, but not all able to vote, in something that will affect 

the UK and the EU and surely impact them. Unlike “Scottishness” their “Britishness” 

can be very conveniently defined by their passports and/or national insurance 

numbers via the existing on-line voter registration system. 
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