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In  October  2001,  The Depar tment  for  Transpor t ,  Local  Government  and the
Regions inv i ted appl icat ions f rom Local  Author i t ies  to  p i lo t  new methods of  vot ing
at  loca l  and mayora l  e lect ions in  May 2002.

e-Counting in the Westminster
elections

A number of  Counci ls
were g iven the go
ahead to  p i lo t  
innovat ive schemes
designed to  modern ise
electora l  procedures
and make vot ing
st ra ight forward,  

e ff ic ient ,  secure and above a l l  readi ly  access ib le
to  a l l .  Some of  those e-democracy p i lo ts
invo lved e-Vot ing and e-Count ing.  DRS worked
on a number  o f  the e-Count ing pro jects ,  one of
them invo lv ing Westminster  Ci ty  Counci l .

Westminster  Ci ty  Counci l ’s  loca l  e lect ions were
run in  20 d i f ferent  wards.  There were 178 
candidates and 6 d i f ferent  par t ies  in  to ta l .  Each
elector  was ab le to  vote for  up to  3  candidates
in  each ward.  I f  a  manual  method of  count ing
had been used,  i t  would have taken around 8
hours to  complete.  Wi th  an average turnout  o f
27%, DRS counted the votes qu ick ly  and 
accurate ly  in  record t ime tak ing just  2 .5  hours.

DRS, winner  o f  the 2002 Queen’s  Award for
Enterpr ise in  In ternat ional  Trade and a Br i t ish
des igner  and manufacturer  o f  e-Count ing 
so lu t ions,  has extens ive exper ience in  prov id ing
fu l l  vot ing so lu t ions.  I t  has worked on a wide
range of  pro jects  inc lud ing the propor t ional  
e lect ions in  Norway for  n ine years,  e lect ions
in  Bosnia and Herzegovina in  1998 and 2000 and
the h igh prof i le  London Assembly  and Mayora l
e lect ions in  2000 -  the f i rs t  in  the UK to  ent i re ly
use e-count ing and a mix ture of  e lectora l  
systems.

Such pro jects  are ext remely  complex,  
large-vo lume,  invo lve sens i t ive in format ion and
need to  be completed qu ick ly  and accurate ly.
DRS has an unprecedented reputat ion for  
de l iver ing e lectora l  pro jects  on t ime,  the f i rs t
t ime.
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DRS e-Count ing in  the May
2000 London e lect ions

Local  Authori ty
al l  wards ful l  e lect ion

-  Electorate:  132,000
-  Wards:  20

-  Turnout:  27%
- Postals:  4 ,000

-  Pol l ing stat ions:  95 stat ions 
become 60 pol l ing places
-  Count locat ion:  Queen

Mother Sports Centre
-  Scanners:  14

e - c o u n t i n g



e-Counting in the Westminster elections
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Wi th  20 wards and 4 par ishes,  each hav ing a
var iab le  number  o f  counci l lo rs  to  be e lected,  the
May 2002 Rugby e lect ions were complex by the i r
very  nature.  DRS’ e-Count ing system is  des igned
for  such e lect ions.  Every ba l lo t  paper  carr ies a
unique barcode,  when the paper  is  e lect ron ica l ly
counted,  the e-Count ing system automat ica l ly
ass igns the vote to  the re levant  ward or  par ish.
Not  on ly  does th is  e l iminate human error,  which
can be assoc ia ted wi th  manual  count ing,  i t  is
a lso much faster  than a manual  count  as the
papers do not  need to  be sor ted before count ing.
e-Count ing a lso mainta ins voter  fami l iar i ty  as
votes are cast  us ing the t rad i t ional
cross in  a  box on a ba l lo t  paper.

The scanners wi l l  automat ica l ly  send images of
potent ia l ly  re jected ba l lo t  papers (eg,  where
too many votes may have been cast )  to  the
centra l  database for  on-screen check ing by the
Return ing Off icer.  The Return ing Off icer  wi l l
see an on-screen image of  the ba l lo t  paper
and wi l l  enter  the votes cast  or  the reason for
re ject ion d i rect ly  in to  the cent ra l  database.
Any ba l lo t  papers that  the scanner  cannot  read
(eg,  torn)  resu l ts  in  the scanner  sending the
actua l  ba l lo t  paper  to  a  second ‘hopper ’ .  The
Return ing Off icer  wi l l  then check these ba l lo t
papers and manual ly  enter  the votes cast  or
the reason for  re ject ions in to  the cent ra l  
database.

Wha t  a b o u t  r e j e c t e d  b a l l o t  p a p e r s ?
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Each bal lo t  paper  is  scanned by a DRS 
Imaging Mark Reader  which captures and 
automat ica l ly  reor ients  the ba l lo t  paper  images
at  h igh speed,  so i t  doesn’ t  mat ter  which way the
bal lo t  paper  is  fed through the scanner.  Image
process ing is  used to  determine the voter ’s
in tent  and the i r  vote is  recorded d i rect ly  in to  the
centra l  database.  I f  there is  any doubt  over  the
voter ’s  in tent  (eg,  where too many votes may
have been cast )  then an image is  a lso saved for
la ter  ‘on-screen’ ad jud icat ion.  Networked 
workstat ions connected to  the cent ra l  database
suppor t  a l l  o ther  s tages of  the ba l lo t  count ing
process -  ver i f icat ion,  ad jud icat ion and
consol idat ion.

The scanners and spec ia l ly  des igned bal lo t
papers ensure accurate data capture that  
e l iminates human error.  A unique barcode on the
reverse of  each ba l lo t  paper  ensures i t  cannot
be counted twice,  and a smal l  barcode on the
f ront  ident i f ies  which contest  each bal lo t  is  for.
The scanner  uses these barcodes to  ensure a
genuine ba l lo t  is  be ing scanned and checks that
the image has been accurate ly  captured and 
correct ly  reor ientated.  The scanners wi l l  on ly
record a c lear  vote,
a l l  o ther  dec is ions are
taken by the
Return ing Off icer.

There are safeguards bu i l t  in to  the computer
sof tware to  ensure the secur i ty  o f  the system.
I t  records every t ime a member of  s ta ff  logs on
and off  every  workstat ion and there is  l imi ted
access to  the system, so logging on at  one
workstat ion does not  g ive access to  the whole
system. Only  the Return ing Off icer  wi l l  have
access to  a l l  the in format ion s tored.  A l l  the
data and the ba l lo t  papers remain wi th in  the
contro l  o f  the Return ing Off icer  a f ter  the
elect ion,  as wi th  any manual ly  counted 
e lect ion.

H ow  s e c u r e  i s  i t ?

The bal lo t  papers were broadly  s imi lar  to  
ex is t ing des igns.  The voters  might  have
not iced that  the i r  ba l lo t  papers had a barcode
on them and they were asked not  to  fo ld  the i r
ba l lo t  papers.  The voters  then posted the i r
unfo lded ba l lo t  papers face down in to  the s ide
of  a  spec ia l ly  des ignedbal lo t  box.

Wha t  d i f f e r e n c e  d i d  v o t e r s  s e e
when  t h e y  v o t e d ?

Ballot papers that the scanner cannot read

Scanned ballot papers

Wh y  u s e  e -Coun t i n g ?

How  d o e s  i t  w o r k ?

How  a c c u r a t e  i s  i t ?


