
2019 Statutory Review of Polling Districts and 
Polling Places 

 
Representation from the (Acting) Returning Officer for Blaydon and 

Gateshead Constituencies 
 

Introduction 
 
1. I am the (Acting) Returning Officer (ARO) for the Parliamentary constituencies of 
Blaydon and Gateshead and am responsible for the administration of all aspects of 
elections to these Parliamentary seats. In this role, I am required by law to make 
representations to Gateshead Council who are responsible for determining the provision of 
polling arrangements at Parliamentary elections. An adequate level and quality of polling 
arrangements is crucial to the success of polls and is therefore of particular importance to 
my role. 

 
2. Representations will be made separately by the ARO for Jarrow constituency under 
whose Parliamentary jurisdiction fall Gateshead wards Pelaw & Heworth and Wardley & 
Leam Lane. 
 
3. Whilst the law for the current review focusses exclusively on Parliamentary polling 
arrangements, it should be noted that the arrangements resulting from this process will also 
apply at all types of poll held across the Borough within the next 5 years (i.e. local, 
European and Police & Crime Commissioner elections). I feel, therefore, that my remit as 
Returning Officer at these other types of poll requires me to comment on all arrangements 
across Gateshead, including those forming part of Jarrow constituency. 

 
4. The boundaries of Blaydon and Gateshead constituencies are coterminous with 
Gateshead Council’s administrative boundaries, whilst Jarrow constituency crosses the 
administrative boundary between Gateshead and South Tyneside Councils. The 
boundaries of all three of the Parliamentary constituencies that serve Gateshead’s 
electorate also follow internal ward boundary lines. Gateshead’s 22 electoral wards 
essentially form the building blocks from which constituencies are formed. The boundaries 
of these wards are not within the scope of this review and fall instead within the remit of the 
Local Government Boundary Commission for England. 

 
5. Each of these 22 wards is divided into a number of polling districts, each of which is 
in turn served by a designated polling place, within which a polling station is 
accommodated. The current schedule of arrangements extends to 103 polling districts, full 
details of which can be found in appendix 2 of the Council’s consultation document to 
support the review process. It is these polling district boundaries and the polling places 
serving them that fall within the scope of this review.  

 
Principles of the review process 
 
6. The duty to divide constituencies into polling districts is set out in Section 18A of the 
Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA 1983), with the designation of polling places 
set out in Section 18B of the same. This legislative framework establishes standards for 
making polling provision. As far as circumstances allow, these arrangements must be 
reasonable and practicable and, in particular, emphasis must be placed on the accessibility 
of these arrangements to disabled voters. 
 



7. Under this current statutory review, the Council must look at the level of provision 
already in place and determine whether or not it continues to be reasonable and practicable 
under both immediate and anticipated future budgetary circumstances.  
 
8. Another constraint the Council faces is the availability of suitable facilities for use as 
polling stations. The Council’s asset portfolio has reduced over the course of ongoing 
rationalisation, meaning fewer Council owned premises that might be used across the 
Borough. Other types of facilities, such as schools, places of worship, community centres, 
community libraries and licensed premises also face difficult economic circumstances, 
placing fewer and fewer facilities at the Council’s disposal. 

 
9. It is acknowledged that the use of temporary facilities, those similar to a shipping 
container, which Gateshead have previously used, are deemed unsuitable as they do not 
meet the needs of disabled voters, offer too little space, are not sufficiently insulated and 
are prone to mechanical or electrical malfunction.  Not to mention, these units are 
disproportionately expensive, running at approximately 5 times the average cost of other 
types of polling accommodation. 

 
10. The suitability of certain other types of accommodation must also be considered 
under this review: 

 
• Licensed premises – in principle, there is no reason why such facilities should not be 

used in instances where there is no more desirable option available. Consideration 
should be given on a case-by-case basis as to the suitability of the individual 
establishment, recognising that some may be more or less suitable than others. 
Also, the demographics of the area a station will serve must be considered, bearing 
in mind that some voters may feel reluctant to enter licensed premises alone or even 
at all. 
 

• Private residences – where no other option exists, it is appropriate to consider the 
use of private residences, again on a case-by-case basis. These should be regarded 
a last resort, however, and only in instances where the residence caters fully for the 
needs of disabled voters. 
 
 

Comments on current arrangements 
 
11. Gateshead’s current level of provision is in line with our sub- regional neighbours, as 
shown by the table below.  
 

Authority Electorate Current number 
of polling places  

Average 
electors per 

district 
Sunderland 208,811 121 1,726 
Newcastle 182,928 122 1,499 
North Tyneside 153,405 107 1,434 
Gateshead 142,105 103 1,380 
South Tyneside 115,308 80 1,441 

 
12. Within Gateshead’s polling arrangements there is great variation in the level of 
provision. For example, the range between the polling district with the fewest electors (117 
in NEG, Bridges ward) and that with the largest (2,901 in UFG, Lamesley ward) is 2,784.  
The resources necessary to provide polling facilities in these two districts are no different 



because of this; the number of voters has no bearing on the cost of polling and so in this 
instance, the cost of polling is significantly higher in NEG than in UFG. This may be the 
most extreme case, but in a further 14 districts, facilities serve less than 50% of the 
Borough-wide average district electorate, expending a disproportionate amount of 
resources on the electors these serve. 
 
13. In 19 instances across the Borough, polling station staff, over the course of 15 hours 
polling, issued fewer than 100 ballot papers at the last local election (held on 03 May 2019). 
In the most extreme example, just 3 ballot papers were issued all day (less than 1% of the 
volume issued at the busiest station, and just one paper every 5 hours) at an indefensible 
cost per ballot. 

 
14. As already mentioned above, on account of the varied circumstances across the 
Borough, it is not desirable to establish a firm set of rules for determining the level of 
provision. It must be stated, however, that the degree of variation between levels of 
provision across largely comparable areas shows no overarching rationale governing 
polling allocations.  
 
15. This inconsistency of provision means that some electors are served by 
arrangements that reflect a much more stringent interpretation of what is reasonable and 
practicable than electors in other, largely comparable areas.  

 
16. Another issue to be resolved, although evident in fewer instances, is one of electors 
passing one polling station in order to reach their own. To electors who may be unaware of 
polling district boundaries, this must be highly confusing. Electors often attend their nearest 
polling station having paid insufficient attention to the details shown on their polling card. At 
the same time as inconveniencing the elector concerned, this also takes up valuable time 
within the polling station, with staff time and attention being taken up explaining how 
electors are allocated to districts and stations, establishing the correct arrangements and 
where necessary providing directions to electors. 

 
17. The final area of concern regards the suitability of certain facilities to meet the needs 
of voters; in particular the needs of disabled voters. It also includes a number of permanent 
structures at which access arrangements are less than ideal for any elector using a 
wheelchair or with mobility issues.  
 
18. I should note that in the main, Gateshead’s arrangements offer a high level of 
service to the electorate. There are some excellent facilities in use and many are in the 
most convenient of possible locations within the districts they serve. The challenge of this 
review is to ensure that this high level of service extends to the whole of Gateshead’s 
electorate amid the mounting pressure of limited physical options and growing budgetary 
limitations. 

 
Gateshead’s proposed arrangements 

 
19. Gateshead Council has prepared initial proposals for future polling arrangements. 
These are now open to public consultation and I urge any and all stakeholders to consider 
these proposals and make comment through the various available channels. 
 
20. In formulating these proposals, due consideration has been given to a number of 
factors, but of paramount concern has been any potential effect these arrangements might 
have on turnout at polls. 

 



21. Where it has been deemed appropriate under the objectives of this review, polling 
district boundaries and the facilities used for polling have been left unchanged in order to 
maintain continuity for voters. Where it has been deemed necessary to alter arrangements, 
proposals for doing so are intended to meet the needs of the voting public amid the 
evolving pressures on local government for a 5-year period until the next scheduled 
statutory review of these arrangements in 2023/24. In arriving at these proposals the 
Council has endeavoured to maintain a consistency of approach and to preserve continuity 
for as many electors as possible. 

 
22. The proposals reduce the number of polling districts, from the current 103, by a total 
of 4.  It should be noted that the average electorate figure resulting from this (1435) is still in 
keeping with our sub-regional neighbours. 

 
23. A total of five wards are unchanged from the current arrangements.  Assessments 
have deemed that the current provisions are reasonable and practicable and continue to 
best serve voters. 

 
24. In a total of fourteen wards, no reduction to provision has been made. However, 
district boundary changes have been proposed with a small number of polling station 
changes, in each instance improving the quality of service to electors.   

 
25. In the remaining three wards, it is proposed to reduce by one or two polling districts.  
Some of these reductions are made in light of necessary changes due to unsuitable existing 
polling facilities. In each instance of this it has been deemed appropriate, or necessary, to 
amalgamate the effected polling districts with other districts within the ward. In one instance 
(NEG), the reduction is made in order to address arrangements that serve very small 
numbers of electors at a resource commitment that is deemed impracticable.  

 
26.  I consider Gateshead’s proposals to remain within a balanced interpretation of what 
is reasonable from electors’ perspective. I do not doubt that some of these proposals may 
prove unpalatable to some but would remind all stakeholders that the proposed new 
arrangements are in line with existing arrangements already in place elsewhere and with 
the proposed arrangements across the entire Borough.  

 
27. These proposals serve two purposes.  Firstly, they increase the standard of service 
that some electors receive at polls and will improve their voting experience. Secondly, they 
look to incorporate all new developments wholly within one district, avoiding voting 
confusion and it is for these reasons that I commend these proposals to the people of 
Gateshead and to all stakeholders in the democratic process within the Borough. 
 
 
Sheena Ramsey 
(Acting) Returning Officer for Blaydon and Gateshead Constituencies 


