
  

   

 

 
 

Report to: Personnel & General Purposes Sub-Committee, 15th December 2021 
 

Report of: Returning Officer / Deputy Returning Officer  
 

 
Subject: OUTCOME OF POSTAL VOTE REVIEW – MAY 2021 ELECTIONS  

 
1. Recommendation 
 

1.1 That the Committee note the findings of the review the proposed additional 
measures identified in the report to maintain the integrity of the process for 

the delivery of elections.  
 

2. Executive summary 
 

2.1 The purpose of this report is to present the outcomes of a review carried out by the 

Returning Officer together with the Electoral Services Team into why 502 electors 
who had requested postal votes for the 6th May 2021 elections failed to receive their 

packs at the same time as the initial delivery and receipt of postal vote packs which 
took place in the week commencing 20 April 2021. 

2.2 This report also sets out proposed additional measures to improve the quality control 

of the postal vote process of future elections to ensure that the electorate and all 
stakeholders can trust the process will be fair and all the electorate have the 

opportunity to exercise their vote. 

2.3  The overall conclusion is that running three elections in parallel resulted in multiple 
file transfers between Council and the service provider which led to one batch of 

processing not being completed in full. Interrogation of the Xpress system shows 
that all requests for postal votes were processed and transferred to Civica Election 

Services (CES) for sorting and printing. CES and Royal Mail, who were responsible 
for delivering the printed packages to voters, also confirmed that all of their 
processes were followed correctly. However, it is evident that quality control 

processes over the transfer of data between systems can be improved to avoid a 
reoccurrence of this situation and maintain the integrity of the process for the 

delivery of elections. 

3. Introduction   
  

3.1 In May 2021 the Council managed elections for the Police and Crime Commissioner, 
the County Council and the City Council in parallel. In the week prior to the polling 

date of 6 May, the Elections Office began to receive queries from candidates and 
agents stating that whilst canvassing households, some residents had informed 
them, they had not received their postal vote pack.  

 
 



  

   

 

3.2 This situation is not uncommon. At every election, the Elections Office receive a 
number of a calls from voters advising that they have not received their postal vote 

packs. However, it became evident by Tuesday 4 May that the number of postal vote 
packs reported as not being received was greater than would normally be expected.  

3.3 Remedial action was put in place once the Council became aware of the scale of the 

problem. This ensured that every voter who had not received a pack was provided 
with one through hand-delivery and that every voter that wished to vote was able to 

do so. 

3.4 Following the May 2021 Elections a review was carried out by the Deputy Returning 
Officer and the Electoral Services Team to establish why the high number of postal 

vote packs were not delivered on time. 

3.5 The review specifically considered: 

 
 The processes and controls around postal vote printing and issue 

 The sequence of events and findings at each stage 
 An assessment of the overall numbers of voters affected 
 The approach, effectiveness and timeliness of remedial action taken to rectify the 

issue once the Council became aware of the scale of the problem 
 Customer interactions including the outcomes and level of satisfaction 

 The general capacity and capability of the Electoral Services Team. 
 
3.6 During the review the following stakeholders were consulted: 

 
 Deputy Director, Governance 

 Electoral Services Officer 
 Electoral Services Administrator 
 Xpress System Support  

 CES Consultant  
 CES Manager  

 Royal Mail Postal Voting Team 
 
4. Background – Previous Method of Postal Vote Print and Issue  

 
4.1 In previous years approximately 12,500 postal vote packs containing voting 

instructions and corresponding postal vote statement have been printed by a 
printing and lithographic company based in Cheltenham, CLK Media. Ballot papers 
have also previously been printed by CLK Media. 

 
4.2 Printed postal votes packs were then delivered to the Guildhall and a team of Postal 

Vote Issuers, approximately 24, would include the corresponding ballot paper in the 
postal vote packs. Postal Vote Supervisors including the Deputy Returning Officer 
would then carry out an agreed number of random checks of each batch of 

completed postal vote packs and then seal the packs. Once all postal vote packs 
were checked and sealed, Royal Mail would collect the packs from the Guildhall and 

deliver to electors.  

4.3 This method of postal vote print and issue provided a clear audit trial of the different 
roles and responsibilities throughout the various processes and facilitated the 

Returning Officer’s staff to be in control of checking and quality control measures.  



  

   

 

 

4.4 For the May 2021 elections, given the unprecedented scale of the elections and an 

anticipated increase in postal vote applications, a decision was made by the Returning 
Officer to procure the services of Civica Election Services (CES) to print postal vote 
packs and the corresponding ballot paper together. The procurement arrangement 

also included CES being responsible for the hand over arrangements of printed postal 
vote packs to Royal Mail to deliver.  

4.5 The decision to use CES negated the need to employ Postal Vote Issuers which would 
have proved problematic in complying with Covid social distancing measures. It also 
offered greater resilience and support to the core Election Team who were already 

working at full capacity managing the complexities of delivering three elections by 
virtue of CES’s experience in dealing with large scale and multiple elections: CES are 

procured by approximately 130 authorities nationally to print postal vote packs. 

5. Outcome of the Review 

 
5.1 The processes and controls around postal vote print and issue 

Governance  

 
5.1.1 The Council’s Legal Services prepared and executed a contract between Worcester City 

Council and Civica Election Services Ltd. CES assigned a Project Manager to be the 
contact between them and the Returning Officer.  

Schedule of data upload 

5.1.2 A schedule of dates when data would be uploaded by Electoral Services and received 
by CES was agreed by both parties.  

Proof check and sign off   

5.1.3 After receipt of data by CES they prepare a Client Data Report which identities the 
total number of postal vote packs to be printed. The client is asked to check the report 

against a check list provided by CES and is then required to provide confirmation that 
the numbers are correct.  

Royal Mail Delivery Plan  

5.1.4 The Returning Officer was required to agree a delivery plan with Royal Mail which 
identified the estimated number of postal vote packs to be collected from CES by Royal 

Mail and the dates for collection.  

5.2 The sequence of events and findings at each stage 

 
5.2.1 The stages of processing data in the weeks prior to the election are set out in the 

following table.  

 
 

 
 
 

 



  

   

 

 

Date  Event  Findings  

1 March  Mailing Plan sent to Royal 
Mail by Elections Manager. 

Royal Mail were informed by the Elections 
Manager of the numbers of postal votes 

packs to be collected from CES. This we 
stated to be actuals. However, the 

number could only be an estimate as 
postal vote applications did not conclude 
until 20 April.  

1 March  Contract in place between 
Worcester City Council and 

Civica Election Services 
Ltd and schedule of data 

downloads.  

 

23 March 

– 8 April  

Initial Postal vote data 

sent to CES.  
 

Discussions between CES and Electoral 

Services took place between this period as 
shown at Appendix 1. 

During this period CES and Electoral 

Services questioned the accuracy of the 
data sent and received by both parties. 

The difference discussed were of the order 
of 3 or 4 postal packs. 

In order to resolve the question of the 

discrepancies of 3 or 4 packs, on 6 April 
CES requested that all data be resent so 

that totals could be reconciled. The 
additional batch was not included in these 
control totals.  

The subsequent investigation found that 
during this period one file sent across to 

CES contained an additional batch that 
had been processed but this file was not 
in the correct format and was exchanged 

for one that did not contain the additional 
batch.   

12 April  CES sent a client data 
report to Electoral 

Services identifying the 
total number of postal 
votes packs being sent to 

print.  

CES informed Electoral Services that they 
were sending to print a total of 13,249 

postal votes packs at that date. 

After further integration of the Xpress 
system it is understood by Electoral 

Services that the data sent to CES totalled 
13,246 postal vote packs.   

Therefore, there was no overall material 
difference in the number of data items 

sent and received.  

 
 

 



  

   

 

 
5.3 Assessment of the overall numbers of voters affected 

 
5.3.1 Once contacts from voters were received regarding missing postal vote packs, 

Electoral Services were able to identify a specific batch of postal vote packs that had 

not been received by electors which amounted to 502. This assessment was made by 
interrogating the Xpress system to find a common link between voters that had 

reported they had not received their postal vote pack. The Xpress system showed in 
each case a sent date of 1 April against the 502 electors, thus indicating that a 
specific batch had failed.  

 
5.4 Actions taken to confirm missing postal votes pack and ensure that they 

were replaced 
 

5.4.1 Determining the specific batch of postal vote packs that had not been received by 
electors resulted in the Elections Office printing replacement postal vote packs and 
placing a stop on the existing voters set up in the system to prevent duplication.  

 
5.4.2 The Deputy Director, Governance, was appointed by the Retuning Officer to 

coordinate the remedial action. From the afternoon of Tuesday 4 May until the 
afternoon of Thursday 6 May volunteer staff from across the Council together with 
casual Electoral Services Staff worked tirelessly to rectify the issue. Under the 

direction and supervision of the assigned DRO, teams were set up to compile the 
postal vote packs, carry out quality control checks, seal packs and hand deliver 

postal vote packs to those affected.  
 
5.4.3 All 502 postal vote packs were hand delivered to the affected electorate by afternoon 

on 6 May 2021. Electors who received these packs did not indicate that they had 
already received packs. Therefore, it is clear that the entire batch was missing. Of 

those 502 packs delivered, approximately 300 were returned and included in the 
count. 

 

5.5 Customer interactions  
 

5.5.1 During the recovery stages, the Retuning Officer and Deputy Returning Officer 
maintained regular discussions with candidates and agents to ensure they agreed 
and were satisfied with the planned actions for rectifying the issue. A media 

campaign was put in place to alert the electorate and advise on action that was 
being taken to rectify the issue. Update and contact information was posted on the 

Council’s website and other social media platforms and the Returning Officer carried 
out interviews with the local media.  

 

5.5.2 Staff responsible for hand-delivering postal vote packs to the affected electorate 
provided an apology, guidance and support to electors on the doorstep and ensured 

electors were aware of the method for retuning their completed postal vote pack and 
the timescales for receipt.  

 

5.5.3 Candidates and agents were satisfied that all reasonable steps had been taken by 
the Returning Officer to rectify the issue. Delivery staff received a high level of 

gratitude and compliments from electors on receipt of their postal vote packs. To 
date, the Returning Officer has received and responded to one formal complaint 

received from an affected postal voter who has found the response satisfactory. 
 



  

   

 

  
 

5.6 The general capacity and capability of the Electoral Services Team 
 
Capacity 

 
5.6.1 The planning and delivery of the May 2021 elections had different challenges to 

previous years in that for the first time 3 elections were being held on the same day 
and all arrangements to deliver the polls, count and verification were subject Covid 
safety measures set by Government.  

 
5.6.2 The operational core Election Team during the run-up to a single or double election 

consists of up to 3FTE’s. Due the complexity of planning and delivering 3 elections 
with Covid restrictions in place, the operational core Election Team was increased to 

4TFE’s. 
 
5.6.3 A wider strategic and operational project team consisting of the Deputy Returning 

Officer and representatives from Property, Health and Safety, Communications, Legal 
and Finance services was also put in place to support the core team.  

 
Capability 
 

5.6.4 The Elections Team was led by a very experienced Elections Manager with over 10 
years’ experience of running local and national elections, under the supervision of 

the similarly experienced Deputy Returning Officer. The two core members of the 
Elections Team had experience of managing previous elections and had agreed to 
take on higher level duties to provide a broad base of support for the Elections 

Manager. The additional member of the team also had several years’ experience in 
supporting elections at the Council and was familiar with many of the routines 

involved. 
 
5.6.5 The uploading of data to CES was the responsibility of the Elections Manager 

supported by a member of the core Elections Team.  The task of uploading data is 
not complicated in itself as once the data files have been selected, the Xpress 

system gives the option to export the data directly to CES. However, the Council has 
not on any previous occasion managed three elections simultaneously and the 
appointment of CES provided an opportunity to add further experience and capability 

to the process. 
 

6. Conclusion of the Review  
 

6.1 Following the close of receipt of postal vote applications on 20 April 2021, CES 

provided the Elections Team with a final client data report which identified the total 
number of postal vote packs printed. The total number reported by CES was 14,401 

and CES further confirmed that this was the number of postal vote packs collected 
by Royal Mail for delivery. 
 

6.2 The total number of postal vote packs shown by the Xpress system was 14,398 
resulting in difference of 3: the same position as at 12 April noted above. 

 
6.3 As part of the review, CES were sent the data relating to the 502 postal vote packs 

that had not been received by the electorate. CES cross checked this against their 
records of addresses of postal vote packs printed.  



  

   

 

 
6.4 CES advised initially that the data for 88 of the 502 postal vote packs had not been 

received from the Elections Team and that the remaining 414 postal vote packs data 
had been received and printed.  

 

6.5 Royal Mail were contacted and asked to investigate and confirm if all postal vote 
packs collected from CES had been delivered. 

 
6.6 Royal Mail confirmed that the delivery staff that cover the rounds for the addressees 

had been interviewed and confirmed all postal vote packs were delivered and that 

the delivery office was clear of postal vote packs.  
 

6.7 As this review did not produce a satisfactory conclusion further analysis was 
undertaken by CES at the request of the Returning Officer. A file was identified that 

had been transferred by Xpress in April along with an alternative version that was 
understood by all to be a duplicate. It is not clear why two files were sent rather 
than one but, in any event, the file that contained the additional batch was not in the 

correct format for CES to process for three-election postal packs. Therefore the 
‘duplicate’ was used but this in fact did not contain the additional data.  

 
7. Overall Conclusion  
 

7.1 To conclude, the review has produced a clear understanding of how and when the 
specific batch of postal vote processing failed. This was due to multiple file transfers 

using an inconsistent format. The two suppliers contracted to print and deliver postal 
votes have confirmed that all of their processes were followed correctly. It is clear, 
therefore, that procedures and quality control processes can be improved to avoid a 

reoccurrence of this situation and maintain the integrity of the process for the 
delivery of elections in future.  

8. Summary of Key Finding and Proposed System Changes  
 

8.1 The body of this report examines the details of the issue which arose during the 

planning and delivery of the May 2021 elections and the remedial action taken. 
There are a number of key findings which underpin the recommendations as follows. 

 

No. Key Finding  Proposed system changes 

1 Capability of Core Elections Team –  
It became evident during the run up to the 

election that the two members of the core team 
responsibly for uploading data to CES had 
different interpretations of the functionality of 

the Xpress system.  

 
1. Refresher training on Xpress 

Management System for 
core Electoral Services Team 
and Deputy Retuning Officer. 

 
2. Compilation of standard 

operating procedures.   

2 CES – Client Data Report –  

The client data reports provided by CES identify 
the data as the number of “postal vote packs” 
whilst the Xpress system identifies the data as 

the number of “ballot papers”. The different 
report format caused confusion and proved time 

consuming in reconciling the totals between CES 
and the Xpress system.  

 

3. Requirement that CES and 
Xpress have identical report 
formats to ensure accurate 

reconciliation. 



  

   

 

 

3 Xpress System Functionality –  
The Xpress system exports live data files to CES 
and as Xpress is updated with new applications 

when the live data changes. To carry out 
reconciliation checks against the client data 

reports requires further time-consuming 
interrogation of the Xpress system.     
 

 
4. Copy and save as an audit 

trail live data base at each 

stage of exporting to CES.  

4  Confirmation of Final Postal Votes Number Prior 
to Printing -   

This task was the responsibility of the Elections 
Manager. There was no escalation of the 

ongoing discussions with CES regarding the 
accuracy of the data dating from 23 March until 
8 April with either the Retuning Officer or 

Deputy Returning Officer 

 
 

5. Deputy Returning Officer to 
be responsible for the final 

sign off of the number of 
postal vote packs to be 
printed on a daily basis or 

per batch if more than one 
batch is sent per day. 

 
6. Deputy Retuning Officer to 

be responsible for the 

approval of the accuracy of 
data being printed and for 

signing off client data 
reports sent by CES.  

5 Third Party Relationship with Royal Mail –  
CES manage the arrangement for the collection 
and delivery of postal vote packs by Royal Mail 

as part of the contract between CES and the City 
Council. Royal Mail required the Returning 

Officer to complete a “Mailing Plan” identifying 
the number of postal vote packs to be collected 
from CES and the date delivery to the electorate 

would commence.  
 

This plan was sent to Royal Mail on 1 March and 
at that time identified an estimated quantity of 

postal vote packs to be collected from CES.    
 
CES verbally advised that Royal Mail collected all 

postal vote packs printed.  

 
7. Updated mailing plan 

identifying exact numbers of 

postal votes packs to be 
collected and delivered to be 

agreed prior to collection.  
 
8. Formal confirmation required 

from Royal Mail of the exact 
number of postal votes 

packs collected.   

6 Communication Plan – 

Remedial action was put in place once the 
Council became aware of the scale of the 

problem on Tuesday 4 May. The remedial action 
was reactive to candidates and agents reports 
from the electorate that their postal vote had 

not arrived. This meant there was a limited time 
period before the election rectify the issue.    

 
 
 

 

9. Communications plan to 
include further engagement 

with electors and key 
stakeholders regarding when 
and how to contact the 

elections team if postal vote 
not delivered.    



  

   

 

7 Improvement Plan – 
An improvement plan is compiled by the Deputy 

Returning Officer following every election in 
consultation with all stakeholders. The 

improvement plan is considered by CLT and 
agreed by the Returning Officer.  

 
10.The improvement plan 

following the May 2021 
elections to take account of 

these recommendations and 
the Returning Officer to 
agree a process of reporting 

to satisfy stakeholders that 
the necessary improvements 

are being delivered.  

 

 
 
Contact Officers:   

Claire Chaplin – Democratic and Civic Services Manager 
01905 722005, claire.chaplin@worcester.gov.uk  

Background Papers: None.  
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Appendix 1 
 

Extract from emails exchanged between CES and Council Officers 
 
The following extract provides a summary of the discussions that took place regarding the 

reconciliations of overall control totals in April 2020. This identifies the duplication of files 
on 6 April which, following further investigation, was found to have created the processing 

failure.  
 
 
I’ve composed a timeline of your PVS data and proofs, hopefully this will help with any confusion surrounding the 
postal pack issues. All proofs and CDRs are still on sharepoint for you to view the figures - Postal Packs - All 
Documents (cesvotes.com) 
 
23/03/2021 – we received your initial PVS data 
 
01/04/2021 - I sent across your initial PVS proofs and CDR. [Council officers] queried the CDR as there seemed to 
be a discrepancy over 4 electors, I asked [a Member of your team] whether any changes had been made to your 
system since you sent us the data and whether you wanted to query this with Xpress. [The Council Officer] 
responded that although he wasn’t happy with the numbers it wasn’t worth delaying over 4 electors.  
 
05/04/2021 - I sent you an email to say that we had come across an issue when processing your early additions 

data. We had received PCCE only records in your initial file and then the same people were coming through as 

County and Local only - so the elector would have received 2 packs. I then asked for you to resupply your 

entire PVS data again as this way it would ensure that the electors only received 1 pack.  

 

06/04/2021 - you emailed to say you had resubmitted the data and we may have received it twice.  

 

07/04/2021 - I sent across proofs and CDR  

 

08/04/2021 - you called to say the data didn’t seem correct to you and asked us to use the other file you 

uploaded, which we did. I then resent the proofs and CDR to you - Postal Packs - All Documents (cesvotes.com). 

You then emailed with sign off for these records and we went to print based on this sign off.  

 

12/04/2021 - I sent across another CDR as an FYI this is what we are printing - FYI proofs - All Documents 
(cesvotes.com) 

 

23/04/2021 - I sent across proofs and CDR for your additions that were sent across on the 20th - Additions - All 
Documents (cesvotes.com) 
 
If you have any further queries, please feel free to contact me.  
 
Thanks,  
 

https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs%2FFYI%20proofs
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs%2FFYI%20proofs
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs%2FAdditions
https://portal.cesvotes.com/sites/LA/WorcesterCityCouncil/Documents/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fsites%2FLA%2FWorcesterCityCouncil%2FDocuments%2FElections%2FMay%202021%2FPostal%20Packs%2FAdditions

