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Thank you for your letter of 18 June to the Prime Minister about the voting rights of citizens of one European Union (EU) State who are resident in another. Your letter has been forwarded for reply to the Department for Constitutional Affairs as the Department responsible for electoral maters.

You express concern that citizens of one EU State who are resident in another should not be entitled to vote in the national elections of their country of residence. I should first say that it this is as true of citizens of other EU States resident in the United Kingdom (UK) as elsewhere and if any such citizen (other than those who have dual nationality) have voted in a British general election then they have done so unlawfully. In view of your comments I believe it would be helpful if I explain the requirements and background for eligibility to be included in the electoral register.

Under the Representation of the People Act 1983, those entitled to vote at UK Parliamentary, European Parliamentary and local government elections are those who have attained the age of 18 and who are British citizens, citizens of Commonwealth countries who are resident on a permanent basis or have leave to remain, and resident citizens of the Republic of Ireland. As a result of provisions in the Maastricht Treaty, resident citizens of other European Union (EU) Member States became eligible to vote in the UK at European Parliamentary elections in 1994 and at local government elections in 1996.

You make the point that such citizens may have resided in another EU State for many years, have worked there and are taxpayers. I appreciate that it is sometimes argued that those non-UK nationals of whom this may be true should be entitled to vote in UK Parliamentary elections. The UK franchise is not, however, based exclusively on residence and it does not necessarily follow that, because someone pays taxes or has the right to live here, he or she has the right to vote. Some foreign nationals with no right of enfranchisement pay taxes in the UK, and some people who are exempt from paying certain taxes, for example students and members of some religious orders, nevertheless have the right to vote.

There are no plans at present to extend the franchise for general elections to nationals

,~e
of EU or other European States who are resident in this country. On those occasions when it has considered the issue, Parliament has taken the view that the existing rights of groups which have entitlement to vote should not be disturbed, and that, other than the special arrangements already mentioned, foreign nationals should be required to obtain British citizenship before being able to vote. The Government shares the view that this should be so.

However, if such citizens wish to be able to vote at UK general elections but do not wish to lose their own nationality they could, as long-term residents in the UK, seek to achieve that aim by obtaining dual nationality. This would require them initially to apply for British nationality. A detailed explanation of all the requirements can be found on the Home Office website at www.ind.homeoffice.qov.uk. Alternatively, they could contact the Nationality Directorate on 0845 0105200 for the necessary information and forms. Whether or not people who are naturalised as British citizens may as a result lose or risk losing their existing nationality depends on the law of the country concerned. They would therefore need to contact the authorities in their own country before they apply for British citizenship in order to clarify this point. If they become British citizens, their local Electoral Registration Officers would, of course, be able to include them in electoral registers as electors not only for local and European Parliamentary elections, but also for general elections. They may therefore wish to consider exploring this option.

As to the corresponding laws in other EU States these are, of course, a matter for those countries to determine. Citizenship of the country of residence is the normal prerequisite for the right to vote at elections in most democracies, including other EU States, except the Republic of Ireland, with which the UK has reciprocal arrangements for historical reasons.

Yours sincerely,

John Winter

Electoral Policy Division
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