Scottish Local Government Elections – Thursday 5 May 2022

Aide-Memoire for Returning Officers

· General Welcome to the venue and the count.

· Brief Health and Safety and Event Safety announcements and other housekeeping announcements such as refreshment arrangements, areas covered by PA system, etc.

· Indicate that – while there has been lots of information issued to Candidates and their agents - just before the count starts, you would like to take the chance to give everyone a brief description of what will be happening throughout the count centre today.

· Stress that staff are here to help.  They have particular tasks and please don’t distract them from these unnecessarily.  The names of senior staff and are on display in the count centre and are included in the Count Handbook. Please speak to any of the senior staff if you want more information or have any concerns about the way the count is being managed.  In particular, some senior staff are acting as Candidate/Observer Liaison Officers and will have more time to talk to you about the count process than other staff.

· If you have any concerns or think that a mistake has been made please draw our attention to it immediately.  That will give us a chance to review what has happened and make corrections, if required.  It will also help us to demonstrate to you that the count is being conducted with maximum accuracy and in a transparent manner.  Staff have undertaken extensive training and will adopt the approach that ‘accuracy is more important than speed’. I want them to work as efficiently as possible but not at the expense of being accurate and transparent in what they do.  I do not expect that you will encounter many problems but please do raise any concerns at the time.

· There are display screen(s) within the count centre which will show progress within a range of wards that are being counted at any particular time. The screens will also display the number of first preference votes gained by each Candidate, although you should bear in mind that this will not be updated after 100% of the ballot boxes for a ward have been processed.

· We will be making announcements throughout the count to let you know, for example, when we start to count a particular ward and where particular tasks are being performed.

· Explain count management process e.g. dealing with wards in a particular order or in groupings or other locally-determined managed way.

· I’d now like to briefly explain each of the key stages of the process.


· Ballot Box Opening is taking place at…this stage is a relatively simple process of removing ballot papers from the ballot boxes, unfolding them and orientating them in a consistent manner ready for scanning. The papers will be placed in Ballot Paper Trays, which have been previously labelled to show the contest etc.  This process will be done with the ballot papers ‘face-up’.  Once all of the ballot papers from a box have been put in a Ballot Paper Tray, the Tray is transferred to the ‘Awaiting Scanning’ area.  Postal Ballot Boxes will contain ballot papers which are already unfolded and in bundles and therefore will be removed from the boxes and placed in the appropriate labelled Ballot Paper Tray.

· Registration will take place at desks…… this is the first stage of the eCount process.  The Registration/Verification Operator will input the total number of ballot papers expected as indicated on the Ballot Paper Account.

· Scanning will take place at desks …...  At this stage, the Scanning Operator will scan the ballot papers.  Other than capturing the scanned images, no processing of the data is done at this point.  When all the papers in a Ballot Paper Tray have been scanned, the Tray is moved to the ‘Scanning Complete’ area.

· Once a Ballot Paper Tray has been scanned, the system will show that its contests are awaiting Verification.  This will take place at Desks …... The job of the Registration/Verification Operator is to check the number of papers processed at scanning matches the number expected as shown on the Ballot Paper Account entered at the Registration stage. Any variance will be shown on screen and the Operator will have the option to send the tray for a re-scan.  Once verification of all boxes from a Ward is complete, a full report including information on how variances were considered will be produced and made available to Election Agents.

· In addition, my staff have already undertaken a full count of the unused and spoilt papers in order that all ballot papers printed have been accounted for (or alternatively advise if this is underway on the same day as the eCount). A copy of this Verification Statement will be made available to Election Agents. As each Ballot Paper Tray is verified, the Ballot Paper images are read by the eCounting software and, if they pass the set threshold tests, are processed automatically.  Ballot papers which do not pass this test are transferred to the Adjudication stage.

· Adjudication will take place at workstations.  At this stage the Adjudication Operator is only able to process good ballot papers into the eCount system.  Staff will be using the Electoral Commission guidance placemat and booklet as the basis for their decisions.  Copies of the EC placemat are available throughout the count centre for you to refer to.  Where the voter’s intention is not clear, or the marks are not compliant with the rules, an image of the ballot paper is presented for adjudication along with the current system interpretation of the marks on the ballot paper and the reason for presentation for adjudication.  An Adjudication Operator, who is presented with a full image of the ballot paper and can use the system’s zoom and rotation capabilities, conducts the 1st level adjudication.  The Adjudication Operator may correct the system’s interpretation of the voter’s intent, if necessary and either accept the ballot paper OR defer the ballot paper for the RO to perform a second stage adjudication. Any doubtful votes must be deferred to the Returning Officer Adjudication stage for consideration as ballot papers can only be rejected by the Returning Officer.  A commonly asked question is:

Why does the system send perfectly good ballots for adjudication?

· The system uses ‘recognition’ software which interprets the characters marked on a ballot paper. A specific threshold has to be met for each individual character in order for the ballot to be processed automatically. What might look like a ‘1’ to a person might also look a bit like a ‘2’ or a ‘7’ to the system. In such cases, if the threshold for it being a ‘1’ is not met, the ballot will be sent for adjudication.

· It is worth bearing in mind that Adjudication staff will be looking at the voters’ preferences in the context of the whole ballot paper and can therefore make a judgement based on this information, whereas the system is just considering the likelihood of a number being a ‘1’ or a ‘2’ etc. If any character on a ballot fails to meet the likelihood test it will be sent for first level adjudication so that an Adjudication Operator can look at that ballot in context and decide if the system has correctly interpreted the voter’s intentions.

· While the threshold test could, in principle, be less sensitive and allow more ballot papers to be automatically processed, this could result in papers being processed incorrectly. Extensive testing of the system has been undertaken and proved that the thresholds being used are ones that will ensure correct processing.

· In the unlikely event that a ballot paper cannot be captured automatically and will have to be input manually the process will be undertaken at the Returning Officer station.  An announcement about this will be made at the appropriate time. Candidates or their Election Agents will be able to observe the process to be assured that any data entered manually has been done accurately and in accordance with the voter’s intentions.  The system recognises unmarked ballots and therefore they will not be retrieved by Adjudication Operators.

· All papers deferred from 1st Level Adjudication will be dealt with at Returning Officer Adjudication. Candidates and Election Agents will be informed when this work is to be done.

· Once all work on a Ward is complete, I will run some final checks to assure me that all ballot papers have been processed and that we are ready to complete the count.  I will share the provisional result with Candidates and Election Agents prior to making any formal announcements.

· [bookmark: _Hlk97018160]Count - I have received written confirmation from Fujitsu, the eCount system provider, that there is no data within the system, and we are now ready to start the eCount process.


AnnexFor ease of reference, the Annex over-page contains a brief checklist of the key points detailed in the above Script.



	Briefing Checklist

	General Welcome
	

	Health Safety and Housekeeping announcements
	

	Staff – here to help, photo ids, have been trained, Information Officers available
	

	Accuracy more important than speed - if you identify an issue please raise it immediately, easier to resolve earlier in the process.
	

	Explain display screens – including first preference by Candidate
	

	Highlight announcements throughout count
	

	Count will proceed in Ward order e.g. 1-17
	

	Explain key stages:  opening, registration, scanning, verification, adjudication
	

	Reconciliation of unused and spoilt papers already completed
	

	Verification may involve ‘good’ ballots
	

	Final check, count and private sharing of provisional result, followed by declaration
	

	Fujitsu have confirmed no data in the system
	

	Count will now start
	
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