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Calling a local poll or referendum

 
 
1.   Local polls and referenda are useful tools that local 

councils(1) and action groups can use when seeking the 
support and/or general opinion of their community on a 
particular issue. 

 
2.   However, they involve two very different processes, 

with polls being statutory and highly formalised, and 
referenda being informal and non-statutory. 

 
 
Local polls  
 
3.   Polls are carried out by local councils through a    

ballot-box. They can be costly (the charge being on the 
community), highly administrative and often result in a 
poor turn-out unrepresentative of the whole 
community. However, as a last resort, it can be useful 
where a local council refuses to hold a referendum on 
an important issue. In England, parish polls are not 
legally binding, although in Wales, a community poll 
can dissolve the community council. 

 
Procedure 
4.   Under the Local Government Act of 1972, any six local 

government electors or the chairman of the local 
council can call a public meeting to discuss the single 
matter of a poll or can request the matter to be placed 
on the agenda of the next council meeting. 

 
5.   Not less than seven working-days’ public notice of the 

meeting must be given by putting up a notice in a 
prominent place. (Try to get the press to help publicise 
the meeting.)  The  notice  should  include date, time, 
place and matter to be  discussed, and be signed by at 
least six electors. 
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6.    At the meeting, ten local government electors can 
demand a local poll. It might be considered 
advantageous to elect a small committee with the 
responsibility for arranging the poll. As with any council 
meeting, proper minutes should be kept__anyone may 
attend the meeting, but only registered electors may 
vote or speak. The poll needs to be held 14-25 working 
days after the meeting. 

 
7.    The rules for arranging the ballot and declaring the 

result of the poll are given in Statutory Instrument 1987 
No 1 - The Parish and Community Meetings (Polls) 
Rules(2) .            

 
8.    On a predetermined date, the committee (or the clerk) 

should convene to analyse the returned forms and 
prepare a report for discussion at the next local council 
meeting or an extraordinary council meeting if 
necessary. That meeting should be advertised by 
posting copies of the agenda in the normal way. 

 
Local referendum 
 
9.   Local referenda are also not legally binding and can be 

a useful alternative to a poll: 
 
Local councils 
10.   A local council may call a referendum to find out if 

there is general support for an action before it 
proceeds, and this may be important where legal and 
other costs are involved as it can strengthen its case. 

 
11.   Misterton Parish Council in Nottinghamshire has been 

successful in protecting a small common in the village 
centre. It backed its campaign by a referendum held in 
1988, and local residents had helped the council by 
compiling historic evidence. 

 
12.  Camerton Parish Council in Bath & North East 

Somerset bought a nineteenth-century coal-mine site 
and spoil heap covered with trees, to create a new 
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open space for the community, with the support of a 
parish referendum in 1987. A management plan was 
drawn up with assistance from the former county 
council. 

 
Local groups 
13.   A local group may also call a referendum to back up a 

campaign and encourage local council action. The 
council is not legally bound to follow the result, but can 
be shown not to be representing the public interest if it 
does not. 

 
14.  Residents at Westerleigh in South Gloucestershire 

held a local referendum in 1988 concerning parish 
council plans to auction 128 acres of common land. 
The referendum showed majority opposition to the 
plans and the auction was stopped by an injunction. 

 
Procedure 
15.  A referendum is more likely to be successful if the form 

is  delivered to and collected from every household. It 
should have a covering letter from the local council or 
group explaining (a) the reasons for the referendum, 
(b) that the completed forms will be collected on a 
certain date, and (c) who will collect them. 

 
16.   In Camerton, this method of referendum resulted in 

over 90 per cent return of forms. On another occasion, 
electors in Camerton were asked to return forms to a 
specified address (the clerk to the council), or to 
members of the council, and the response dropped to 
ten per cent. 

 
17.  A referendum form generally works best as a series of 

questions requiring a ‘yes/no’ answer. Remember 
when phrasing your question that people generally 
prefer to tick ‘yes’ rather than ‘no’. So if you want to 
save your open space, you would ask: 
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 ‘Do you think the council should keep ............ as an 
open space?’ 

  
 rather than:   
 
 ‘Do you think the council should sell ............ ?’ 
 
18.   The form should also be designed to facilitate analysis 

and indicate clearly who is entitled to vote.  
 
19.   The referenda should be advertised in local 

newspapers and newsletters and by notices placed in 
prominent shops or buildings. Press releases should 
be sent to all local media with a local name and 
telephone number for further information. 

 
20.   Once the forms have been returned, the group or 

council should convene to analyse them, and prepare 
a report for discussion at the next local council, or 
group, meeting. The meeting and results of the 
referendum can be advertised as above. 

 
Notes 

 
(1) Local council: parish or town council in England; 

community or town council in Wales. 
 
(2) Available from The Stationery Office, St Crispins, Duke 

Street, Norwich NR3 1RD or order online at 
http://www.tso.co.uk/contact-us 

 
(3) Local government: polls and referendums guidance - 

http://www.parliament.uk/Templates/BriefingPapers/Pa
ges/BPPdfDownload.aspx?bp-id=sn03409 
 

While the Open Spaces Society has made every effort to 
ensure the information obtained in this factsheet is an 
accurate summary of the subject as at the date of 
publication, it is unable to accept liability for any 
misinterpretation of the law or any other error or omission in 
the advice in this paper. 
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