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ABSTRACT

A core concern of population geography is with
the size, location and movement of groups of
people. Most census analysis concentrates on
various types of ‘residents’ of an area; many
studies concentrate on ‘households’ while the
population subgroups receiving considerable
attention include children, the elderly,
refugees, and ethnic minorities. The size,
location and movement of one (very large and
significant) group has received little attention —
voters. In Great Britain, the geography of
registered voters largely mirrors that of the
adult population, but with three exceptions:
firstly, electors can use a postal vote to cast a
ballot in a place where they are not currently
resident; secondly, some British nationals
living overseas can register as electors and vote
by proxy; and thirdly, many who are eligible to
register as voters do not do so. This paper
uncovers the geographies of those three groups
and evaluates their implications for the
operation of the democratic franchise.
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INTRODUCTION

ritish electoral law registers electors by
their place of residence. Registration

occurs annually: households are con-
tacted in August-September and asked to regis-
ter all adult residents plus any others aged 16
and over (from which the Electoral Registration
Officer (ERO) will determine who is entitled to
vote at any election during the period for which
the roll refers).! The closing date for registration
is 10 October, and the new electoral roll comes
into operation in the following February; it is in
force for one year, and so is still live 16 months
after the registration date. Although there are
procedures for changing one’s registration
during the year, these are rarely used.? The
electoral rolls are published by polling districts,
subdivisions of local government electoral
wards. Each polling district has one or more
polling places, to one of which each elector is
allocated: this is indicated on the ‘polling card’
distributed to each elector before every election
(local, national and European), and is the only
place where that person can legally cast a vote.
This system was designed for a society in
which it was assumed that people were relatively
immobile. (For general introductions see Rawl-
ings, 1988; Blackburn, 1995.) Not all citizens are
well served by it, and at least four groups are
potentially disenfranchised:

(1) those who are unable to travel (mainly the































































