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SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTION 2021 – KEY DATES 
 

TIME  ACTIVITY DELIVERY 
PARTNERS 

October 2020 The Electoral Commission has made resources available for Returning Officers, EROs and Councils and other 
organisations engaging with voters. The materials focus on three key messages: 

 polling stations will be safe places to vote 

 there are a range of voting options (in person, by post or by proxy) 

 those who would prefer to vote by post should apply early 

Electoral Commission, 
EROs, ROs  and Local 
Authorities 

21 December 
2020 

EMB Convener Directions to ROs – Ballot Paper Colour; publication of Notice of Election (15 March); dispatch poll 
cards (between 16 and 17 March); first issue of postal votes (between 14 and 16 April); Ballot Paper Numbering 
Protocol for Regional Ballot Papers; Official Mark; ERO & RO postal vote capacity building; ROs directed to complete 
a full Coronavirus focused risk assessment. 

EMB, ROs, EROs 

6 January 
2021 

‘Long Campaign’ for regulated campaign expenditure begins Electoral Commission 

30 January 
2021 

Scottish General Election (Coronavirus) Act 2021 in force SG 

W/c 1 
February 2021 

ERO TV ad campaign launched on STV & Borders TV - 24 peak slots, 44 daytime slots over a 17 day period reaching 
2.1 million viewers. 
The message is based on “choices” and a tag line is “Plan today so you can vote in May”. 
 

EROs 

W/c  1 
February 2021 

Letter from EROs 
Electoral Registration Officers send out letters to 2.5m households advising the electors at the property who is already 
registered and who already has a postal vote. Information on how to apply for a postal vote and on the postal vote 
deadline of 6 April will also be provided.  
 

EROs 

3 February 
2021 

EMB Convener Direction to ROs – count to begin no earlier than 9am and no later than 10am on Friday 7 May 2021; 
Maximum of 800 electors for each polling station 

EMB 

5 February 
2021 

EMB/EC Briefing 
The Electoral Management Board and Electoral Commission briefing for all ROs and EROs 

Electoral Commission, 
EMB, ROs, 
EROs 

5 February 
2021 

UK Government 2021 polls delivery plan – England local government and Police and Crime Commissioner elections 
to proceed on 6 May 
 

UKG 
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Early/Mid-
February (to 
follow up ERO 
letter)  

Returning Officers Phase 1 Activity: encouraging registration  
Information on websites, social media, radio and print advertising, lamppost wraps and taking advantage of networks 
such as Community Councils, doctors surgeries and libraries.   There is often a focus on groups who have historically 
low levels of engagement – renters, those moving home, students and citizens of other countries.   
 
In addition there could be local (ERO/RO) and national (EC) media work to highlight letters gone out/going out.  
 

ROs 

18 February 
2021 

Minister for Parliamentary Business briefing with Malcolm Burr, SPPA Committee members and representatives of 
political parties on preparations for the election 

SG, EMB, MSPs 

W/c 22 
February 2021 

Activity in schools 
The Commission has produced a range of educational resources for 14-16 year olds in Scotland to support them to 
engage in democracy for the first time. They are working in partnership with organisations across the education sector 
to run workshops for teachers and youth workers on how to use the resources with young people. 
 

Electoral Commission 

February 2021 Letter to shielders 
In consultation with the Electoral Commission, the Chief Medical Officer issues a communication to advise those on 
the shielding list how to apply for a postal vote should they wish to do so, and the deadline for applications. 
Communications will not be issued on behalf of Scottish Ministers. 
 

Chief Medical Officer,  
Electoral Commission 

Thursday 4 
March 

Minister for Parliamentary Business – session with Standards, Procedures and Public Appointments Committee on 
electoral matters including preparations for the election and SSI in relation to replacement proxies 

SG, MSPs 

Tuesday 9 
March 2021 

Electoral Commission: National Campaign 
The Commission will launch its main public awareness campaign for the 2021 Scottish Parliament election. This will 
focus on encouraging people to register to vote, as well as providing information on how to cast a vote. The campaign 
will run across TV, digital and radio. 

Electoral Commission  

Monday 15 
March  

Publication of notices of election  

16 March Start of delivery of nomination papers 

16 & 17 March First despatch of polling cards 

W/c 22 March 
2021 

Information booklet 
Delivery of an information booklet to every household in Scotland 
 

Electoral Commission 

Thursday 25 
March 

Pre-election period commences, Scottish Parliament in recess, short campaign begins 

31 March Publication of notices of poll 

April 2021 Returning Officers Phase 2 Activity: Encouraging voter turnout 
Same channels/activities as first phase.  

ROs 
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Tuesday 6 
April 2021 

Deadline for receiving new postal vote and postal proxy applications, and for changes to existing postal or proxy votes 

After 7 April 
2021 

Scottish Government publishes report on progress in registering postal voters (as soon as reasonably practicable after 
7 April 2021) 

SG 

14-16 April 
2021 

First issue of postal votes  

Monday 19 
April 2021 

Deadline for receiving applications for registration 
 

Tuesday 27 
April 2021 

Deadline for receiving new applications to vote by proxy (not postal proxy or emergency proxies) (5 pm) 
 

Wednesday 5 
May 2021 

Dissolution of Parliament  

Thursday 6 
May 2021 

Polling day 
 
Deadline for emergency and replacement proxy applications, 5pm.  
 

Friday 7 May Count begins 9am (first ballot boxes are opened no earlier than 9am and no later than 10am) 

Saturday 8 
May 

Second day of counting in most areas (counting expected to occur in some places on 9 or 10 May) 

As soon as 
reasonably 
practicable 
after 6 May 

First meeting of new Parliament and election of new Presiding Officer 
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- Sent via e-mail –  
 
 
28th January 2021 
 
 
Dear Aileen, 
 
2021 Scottish Parliamentary Elections 
 
We write as the largest trade union representing local government workers in Scotland – workers we 
all rely on to facilitate the conduct of fair and democratic elections in our country – regarding the 
conduct of forthcoming Scottish Parliamentary elections due to be held on 6 May 2021.    
 
We understand the Electoral Management Board (EMB) issued directions regarding these elections 
to all Local Authority Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers in Scotland on the 21st 
December1.  These directions are predicated on the assumption that the elections will proceed on 
the scheduled date as planned. 
 
UNISON has serious concerns regarding the conduct of these elections given the impact of Covid 
restrictions and the safety of our members who would be expected to facilitate them.  These 
concerns are outlined in detail below. 
 
Public Health 
We believe there is a significant public health issue to consider.  The majority of the country is 
currently under Level 4 restrictions and Government advice remains that citizens should not leave 
their homes except for an essential purpose.   
 
Whilst we understand that ‘to register or vote in a Scottish or UK Parliament, Local Government or 
overseas election or by-election, including on behalf of someone else by proxy’2 is currently listed as a 
permissible reason to leave your home the government must surely consider whether it is wise to 
bring into circulation in communities electors from across the country at a time when the dominant 
strain of Covid in Scotland is now the more highly transmissible variant.   
 
Whilst we recognise, and sincerely hope, that vaccine roll-out and other measures may have a 
positive impact on reducing Covid transmission by May this cannot be guaranteed and even the 
lowest level of pandemic restrictions require safety measures and mitigations relating to physical 
distancing and hand hygiene to be put in place. 
 
The Safety of Local Government Workers 
We note that the EMB directions state their duty is to ‘promote operations that are safe for all 
stakeholders’ but they lack any reference to the protection of the workers who would be expected 
to facilitate these elections. 
 

                                                
1
 https://www.emb.scot/news/article/4/directions-from-the-convener-scottish-parliament-election-2021  

2
 https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance  

https://www.emb.scot/news/article/4/directions-from-the-convener-scottish-parliament-election-2021
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance
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We are concerned that the pandemic continues to present significant health and safety risks and 
that it will be impossible to mitigate against all of these risks. 
 
We are concerned that many polling stations will be unsuitable for the sort of adaptations that will 
be required to keep people safe.  Many older buildings that are used as polling stations simply do 
not have the space required to maintain social distancing which will result in either a restriction on 
the number of electors the station can accommodate at any one time and or significant queues 
outside the polling station.  Many of them do not have the ventilation required to allow fresh air to 
circulate – a necessity for the protection of those workers required to issue ballot papers and check 
voter details, which normally requires attendance on site for up to 15 hours on the day of the 
election. 
 
Polling stations will need to be deep cleaned in advance of the election, regular cleaning of polling 
booths and frequent touch-points within polling stations will also be necessary as well as the 
provision of PPE for workers within these sites.  Similar provisions will have to be put in place for 
counting places.  All of these mitigations will require significant additional resources. 
 
We understand that Returning Officers were tasked with conducting a review of polling places – a 
task which is due to have been completed ‘by February’, to ensure polling card data has the correct 
information on it.   
 
In order to ensure this review accurately assesses the potential risks associated with the proposed 
venues we would have expected risk assessments to have been conducted.  We note the EMB 
Directions state that risk assessment guidance was due to be issued to local authorities ‘in January 
2021’.  We have not seen this guidance or any risk assessments produced.   
 
As representatives of the workforce directly involved we would expect to have sight of risk 
assessments associated with this work to ensure that all necessary mitigations are in place in order 
to protect the safety of our members. 
 
Democratic legitimacy 
As well as the concerns we have regarding public and worker safety in the conduct of these elections 
there are wider societal issues relating to issues affecting how citizens vote which could impact the 
democratic legitimacy of the elections and which we would also urge you to consider.   
 
Given the protracted nature of the pandemic and the restrictions we have all had to endure to 
protect each other from this deadly virus we would anticipate that concern about mixing with others 
and voting safely will be uppermost in the minds of electors and could impact voter turnout.  
 
Many polling stations, such as schools, will not be available for use due to the need to continue to 
provide face to face learning to the children of key workers.  Many polling and counting stations, 
such as leisure centres, have been re-purposed for use as vaccination centres, which we assume will 
continue to operate, rendering them unavailable for use as polling stations.  
 
We are concerned this will necessitate a change to the usual polling places which could create 
confusion for voters about where they would go to cast their vote and, potentially, have a 
disproportionate impact on the most vulnerable in our communities in terms of them being able to 
attend a polling station situated further from their home and that both of these have the potential 
to negatively impact voter turnout. 
 
We are concerned that queues outside of polling stations, required to limit the number of electors at 
any one time to maintain social distancing, could deter voters from voting. 
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We are additionally concerned that any switch to all-postal ballots has the potential to 
disenfranchise a significant proportion of the electorate who may not be able to get a postal vote 
application in on time. 
 
We urge the Scottish Government to do an equalities impact assessment on all of these measures. 
 
Cost 
The additional measures required to run these elections safely will be extremely costly.  Will the 
Scottish Government commit to meeting all the additional costs that will be incurred by local 
authorities in putting these measures in place?  If not which budget line are local authorities 
expected to reduce to account for these provisions?  You will be aware of the significant pressure on 
local authority budgets at present and we would urge the Scottish Government to underpin these 
additional costs. 
 
 
You will be aware that the majority of workers involved in the conduct of elections do so on a 
voluntary basis – as their representatives we will have to consider carefully the advice we give to our 
members about their involvement in these elections should the concerns noted above remain 
unanswered. 
 
Whilst this letter and the concerns outlined within it relate specifically to the Scottish Parliamentary 
elections we are conscious that some local authorities have local by-elections due to take place well 
in advance of these and our concerns apply equally, and with some urgency, to the arrangements 
being put in place for those by-elections.   
 
We trust you will share our concern to ensure that all elections held are safe, accessible and fair.  We 
trust therefore that you will understand our need for answers to these questions at the earliest 
opportunity. 
  
We would welcome a meeting to discuss these matters as soon as possible and look forward to 
hearing from you. 
 
Best wishes, 
 
 
Johanna Baxter     Mark Ferguson 
Head of Local Government   Chair of Local Government Committee 
UNISON Scotland   UNISON Scotland 
 
c.c. Alison Evison, President, COSLA  
 Gail MacGregor, Resources Spokesperson, COSLA  
 Simon Cameron, SJC Secretary, COSLA 
 Malcolm Burr, Convenor, Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
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Minister for Parliamentary Business and Veterans 

Graeme Dey 
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Johanna Baxter and Mark Ferguson 
UNISON Scotland 
UNISON House 
14 West Campbell Street,  
Glasgow, Scotland  
G2 6RX  
(by email) 

 

           02 February 2021 
 
Dear Johanna and Mark, 
 
2021 Scottish Parliamentary Election 
 
Thank you for your letter of 28 January 2021 to Aileen Campbell MSP, the Cabinet 
Secretary for Communities and Local Government, outlining your concerns about the 
possible impact on your members and others of holding the Scottish Parliament 
Election on 6 May 2021, in light of the ongoing pandemic. Elections policy is within 
my portfolio so I am replying. I would like to make it clear from the outset that I fully 
appreciate the crucial role  your members play in the delivery of elections. I pay 
tribute to the contribution that council workers have made over the years to ensuring 
the continued successful deliver of elections in which the people of Scotland can 
have full confidence.   
  
I have been giving these matters close consideration since last summer, in 
collaboration with the Convener of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
(EMB) and the Electoral Commission (EC). This work resulted in the Scottish 
General Election (Coronavirus) Act 2021, which was passed in December 2020 to 
support arrangements for a physically-distanced election and to provide the 
framework for postponing the election, if it proved necessary. The Act came fully into 
force on 30 January. 
  
I will now seek to respond to your specific concerns.  The Convener of the EMB has 
the statutory power to issue directions to Returning Officers (ROs) and Electoral 
Registration Officers (EROs) given his legal responsibility  to coordinate these 
elections and promote overall best practice.  However, the directions already issued 
are not the only guidance issued to ROs relating to these elections.    
  
The EMB and the EC, in consultation with Public Health Scotland, have each  
prepared detailed guidance on how to conduct electoral events safely during the 
pandemic.  The eight local government by-elections which took place in October and 
November across Scotland demonstrated that such electoral events can be 
conducted safely under these conditions.   
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Measures employed included physical distancing,  enhanced hygiene, modifications 
to polling places, PPE, additional signage and communications to voters. As you will 
be aware, 11 further local government by-elections are scheduled to take place in 
March using the same guidance and approach.  The EMB guidance is here and this 
has informed the development of guidance from the EC which can be seen here. 
  
I understand that the safety of workers has been taken into account fully in the 
development of the guidance and in the working practices that are to be used.  As 
you will be aware, polling staff are not generally council officers, although some may 
be, but they are all employed directly by the Returning Officer to work at the poll.  I 
am advised that all polling places will undergo a risk assessment in consultation with 
the local council Health and Safety and Environmental Health officers.  I am assured 
that that these are thorough and that these officers are requiring comprehensive risk 
assessments and methods statements before approving the use of venues.  Deep 
cleans will be undertaken and all touch points within polling places will also be 
cleaned. Staff will be provided with appropriate PPE and screens will be used 
wherever appropriate to protect the polling staff.   
  
Other measures will also be in place, for example: voters may be given a single use 
pencil or they can use their own pen/pencil if they wish; there will be hand sanitiser 
available on entry and exit of the building and trained staff to manage queues. The 
ventilation issue you mention will be addressed during the risk assessments. Indeed 
I am aware that already some venues are being changed where it is being identified 
that a more optimal solution is needed.   If you wish to have sight of the risk 
assessments, please contact individual Returning Officers or their teams.  The 
conduct of the election is their responsibility. 
  
You raise concerns about the possible impact of the pandemic on the voter. As you 
will be aware, any member of the electorate who does not want to attend a polling 
place in person can apply for a postal vote. They also have the option of appointing a 
proxy to vote on their behalf. Based on opinion polling carried out by the EC in 
August and November, please see the report here, we expect to see  a significant 
increase in postal votes and to support this we have provided EROs with additional 
funding. EROs, ROs and the EC will be making voters aware of their voting options 
through public awareness campaigns, which are presently getting underway. The 
Chief Medical Officer, in consultation with the Electoral Commission, intends to write 
to those on the shielding list to make them aware of the options open to them. 
  
I take your point about the possible need to change polling places. As the result of 
the reviews which Returning Officers are required to undertake from time to time, 
polling places can change under normal circumstances and Returning Officers are 
well-practised at ensuring that voters are aware of the change. Every voter will of 
course receive a polling card which will have full details of where they are to vote but 
whenever there is a change the RO will usually highlight that change with posters at 
the previous venue and social media communications.  
  





 

SCOTTISH PARLIAMENT ELECTION – 6 MAY 2021 
 
Controls – postal voting 

 The application deadline for postal votes has been brought forward to 6 April to allow the 
substantial expected increase (from 17% of voters to around 40%) to be processed 

 An additional £3 million has been allocated to Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) to support 
the increase in postal voting 

 
Controls – campaigning 

 SG and Electoral Commission developing guidance, requiring social distancing, hygiene 
measures, maximum people going to a door, no car sharing, face coverings.   
 

Controls – polling day and at the count 

 The Convener of the Electoral Management Board (EMB) has directed that no more than 800 
electors should be allocated to a single polling station. Guidance has been prepared by the 
EMB and the Electoral Commission, building on experience with the 8 local government by-
elections held over October-November 2020, setting out physical distancing, additional 
hygiene, signage and other requirements and requiring risk assessments to be conducted.  

 Arrangements for emergency proxy votes if a voter has to self-isolate have been relaxed and 
Parliament is due to consider a measure allowing a proxy to be substituted if they become ill. 

 The Convener of the EMB confirmed his advice on 28 January that polling over multiple days 
should not be necessary if the correct mitigating measures are in place.  

 The Convener has also directed that overnight counts will not be held. It is expected that most 
counts will be run over 7-8 May in order to allow physical distancing 

 Working in relation to an election is a valid reason to travel in terms of Covid restrictions   
 
Communications 

 Week beginning 1 Feb: EROs launched a TV advertising campaign to highlight that anyone 
wishing to switch to postal voting must apply by 6 April and began issuing letters to 2.5m 
households, setting out who is already registered and who already has a postal vote. This is 
being followed up by publicity from Returning Officers.  

 The CMO is to write to all shielding voters to highlight the deadline for applying to vote by post.  

 Electoral Commission will launch a publicity campaign on 8 March and send an information 
booklet to all voters w/c 22 March.   
 

Provision made for the election to be postponed if necessary  
 The Scottish General Election (Coronavirus) Act 2021 came into force on 30 January. It 

includes contingency plans in relation to: possible postponement; multiple day polling; the 
impact of a longer count; and an increase in numbers of people voting by post. 

 Parliament will go into a pre-election recess on 25 March but can be recalled if required.  
 

https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/our-views-and-research/our-research/public-attitudes-towards-voting-context-covid-19/public-attitudes-towards-voting-scotland-context-covid-19
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/download/153/sp2021-directions
https://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/who-we-are-and-what-we-do/our-views-and-research/our-research/conducting-elections-under-coronavirus-restrictions
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/download/147/supplementary-guidance-delivering-local-authority-by-elections-in-a-covid-19-context
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/download/147/supplementary-guidance-delivering-local-authority-by-elections-in-a-covid-19-context
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/file/489/risk-assessment-preparation-checklist
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2020/426/made
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/file/770/further-advice-assessing-the-need-for-multiple-days-of-poll-at-spe2021-posted-28-january-2021
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/download/153/sp2021-directions
https://www.emb.scot/downloads/file/498/stv-advert-9-feb-2021
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2021/5/contents/enacted
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