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Objectives
1. To objectively observe the electoral process across the Republic of Ireland.
2. To advise the local councils and national electoral bodies on the results of the
observation for the improvement of electoral practice in Ireland.
3. To support local councils and national election bodies with constructive feedback on
areas of concern so that they may consider legislative change and/or remedial action.

Methodology
13 observers were registered by Democracy Volunteers with the Department of Housing,
Planning and Local Government (DHPLG) and local Returning Officers (ROs). They were divided
into teams of 2 or 3, and made 126 separate observations of polling stations across Ireland.
Observers from the UK, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Canada, China and Ireland made up
Democracy Volunteer’s team for this deployment which consisted of 3 LTOs and 10 STOs. Our
observers were granted permission to observe in Dublin County, Kildare County and Kerry
County. Inside these geographies, observations were made in the following Dáil
constituencies: Dublin Fingal, Dublin West, Dublin South-West, Dublin Rathdown, Dún
Laoghaire, Kerry, Kildare North and Kildare South.
Each observation was conducted with two or more observers to allow for objective observation
and the observers then agreed their opinions of the electoral process before submitting data
to the central team. The survey was conducted online so data was collected, and could be
checked, live by the core team.
The observations generally took between thirty and forty-five minutes per polling station as
the observers were asked to ensure that they attempted to see the entire process, which
included staff greeting electors on arrival at the polling station. This happened on every
occasion.
In addition to polling day activities, two of our Long-Term Observers also visited multiple count
centres across Dublin County and City in order to observe the counting process. Due to the
STV electoral system used, this lasted several days and many constituencies’ counts were
observed.
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The Core Team
Dr John Ault FRSA FRGS (United Kingdom) was the Head of
Mission for the Ireland 2020 Parliamentary elections and is the
Executive Director of Democracy Volunteers.
John has worked in elections throughout the UK and the United
States since the 1980s. He has observed on behalf of the
OSCE/ODIHR in parliamentary elections as far afield as Kazakhstan
and is a former chair of the UK’s Electoral Reform Society. He has
also previously been elected to local government in the UK as well
as being appointed to the South West Regional Assembly.
He has observed numerous elections for Democracy Volunteers including the Norwegian
parliamentary elections, the UK general election in 2017, the Finnish presidential and Dutch
elections in 2017, 2018 and 2019. He has also been a consultant on the subject of electoral
and parliamentary reform in Moldova.
He is an Honorary Research Fellow at the University of Exeter and has previously lectured at
Canterbury Christ Church University and the University of Manchester. He specialises in
elections and campaigns and has published a number of books on the subject, including his
doctoral thesis on electoral campaigning.
Alex Ollington FRSA (United Kingdom) was Deputy Head of the
Ireland 2020 Parliamentary elections observation and is Head of
Operations for Democracy Volunteers.
In his role at Democracy Volunteers, he plans all aspects of the
observation including the advanced work on observer deployment.
He is also one of the directors of the organisation.
He received both his undergraduate and postgraduate degrees
from the University of Exeter studying International Relations. He
has observed elections for the National Assembly for Wales in 2016,
the UK General Election in 2017, as well as the Finnish Presidential election in 2018 among
other international and domestic observations.
He coordinated with the International Elections Study Centre in May 2018 to facilitate the
attendance of a team of Russian observers from the civil society organisation GOLOS at the
English local elections.
Alex has previously worked with veterans at the Royal Hospital Chelsea as part of the
fundraising and communications department, finding funding for future projects as well as as
a researcher for a number of organisations including the universities of Harvard and Bristol.

2

Harry Busz (United Kingdom) is Democracy Volunteers’ full-time
Election Coordinator. He is a recent graduate, having gained a BSc
in Human Geography at Cardiff University and an MA in
International Relations from Exeter University. He has participated
in multiple domestic and international observations such as the
2019 local elections in Northern Ireland, the provincial and Water
Board elections in The Netherlands, national elections in Austria, as
well as being election coordinator for the recent Gibraltar general
election and 2019 UK general election.
During his time at university, he wrote his undergraduate dissertation on voter behaviour in
the 2016 EU referendum in the South Wales Valleys after choosing to study both political and
electoral geographies.

Funding Declaration
Democracy Volunteers thirteen observers deployed for the observation of the 8th February
general election did so at their own cost, or they were supported from the general funds of
the organisation. This was arranged by Democracy Volunteers, and this covered their internal
travel and accommodation. No other funds were sought, and no funding was received from
Government or any party or campaigning organisation contesting the election.

Credits
We would like to thank the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government in
addition to the local Returning Officers in Dublin County, Kildare and Kerry. Due to observation
being a devolved issue, with each areas RO needing to permit observation, we are grateful for
these ROs complying with international standards and agreements to allow international
observation groups to witness and report on the electoral process.
In addition, we would like to thank our volunteers who worked across the country to collect
data from inside polling stations.
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Introduction
The general election of Saturday 8th February was called on January 14th by the incumbent
Taoiseach, Leo Varadkar, to elect the 33rd Dáil. Elections to the Dáil must be held every five
years under Irish law, with the last occurring in 2016. Elections operate under the Single
Transferable Vote electoral system, whereby each voter may rank each candidate in their
constituency: One, Two, Three etc. Each multimember constituency elects between three and
five Teachta Dálas (TDs) to sit in the lower house of the Irish parliament. Across the nation, 159
seats were being contested in addition to the speaker being returned automatically.
Polling stations were open from 7am to 10pm, and voters on the register were sent a polling
card, detailing where their station was located and the date of the poll. The country also allows
postal voting for those with jobs preventing them from voting in person (Garda, defence forces
and civil servants abroad etc.) and special voting for those unable to attend the polling stations
due to physical illness or disability. However, these forms of voting are fairly uncommon,
usually below 1% of the total electorate.
Verification and counting were conducted at a central location for each constituency, or in a
nearby constituency. The verification and counting process began the morning following the
election, and due to the need for multiple redistributions of ballots and multiple counts, often
lasted for several days. This process was open and fair, in the constituencies observed by our
team.
Oversight and legislative support for national elections in Ireland is conducted by the
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government in addition to local returning officers
who provide logistical plans in their areas. In order for our observers to be granted attendance
in polling stations and at counts across a constituency (or collection of constituencies), a
written letter from the local RO was obtained or their agreement was confirmed via email, and
in some areas a list of polling stations a group wished to observe was issued. As we will discuss
in our recommendations section, in practice this system means observation is only permitted
in different areas of the nation on a case by case basis, reducing the capability of observers to
assess the whole democratic process. As such our group was only permitted to observe in 10
of the nations 39 constituencies after being unable to receive approval from the remaining
returning officers.
Electoral Administration
Our electoral experts met with several election administration and political interlocutors in the
days leading up to polling day. In every instance, interlocutors were very accommodating,
transparent and professional.
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Notwithstanding the issues noted below, all interlocutors expressed confidence in the ability
of election administrators to successfully deliver the election.
During the interviews, several common themes about Ireland’s election administration
emerged. They were:
1. The lack of a centralised Electoral Commission to standardise the electoral experience
across the country
2. The register not being up to date resulting in duplicate registrations
3. The flexibility in ID checks at polling stations.
Whilst we may have opinions on the first two of these issues, only the third issue is observable
by an observation team on polling day and we will return to this later.
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Results of the Polling Day Observation
The observers answered the following questions in order as they progressed with each
observation at each polling station (statistics rounded to the nearest integer):

Q1. Is the Polling Station clearly
signposted from the pavement?
No
11%
Yes
No
Yes
89%

QUESTION 1: In 89% of cases polling stations were properly signposted from the pavement. On some
occasions our observers noted poor signposting of polling stations, though they were often identifiable
due to the number of voters in the vicinity. (Sample size 122).

Q2. On entering the Polling Station is it
clear where the voter should report to?
11%

21%

Yes
No
Other
68%

QUESTION 2: In only 68% of cases, observers did not identify problems with where voters should report.
However, polling stations with multiple ballot boxes often caused voter confusion which led to voters
presenting themselves at the wrong desk, sometimes on several occasions in the same polling centre.
This was alleviated in some circumstances by the presence of a supervisory presiding officer, though
even when these officials were present issues still occurred on occasion, especially at busy times. This
led to voters proceeding to the incorrect polling staff, sometimes leading to long queues and
overcrowded polling locations. (Sample size 126).
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Q3. Was it clear how disabled voters
would access the Polling Station?
11%
9%
Yes
No
Other
80%

QUESTION 3: 80% of observations indicated that disabled access to the polling station was clear.
However, at 9% of polling stations, disabled access was either unclear or polling stations were
inaccessible to some disabled voters, especially those with mobility issues who would find it extremely
difficult, if unaided, to access the polling stations. Other (11%) indicated issues with poor signage for
some voters, a lack of lower polling booths for those in wheelchairs and sometimes a lack of step free
access. (Sample size 126).

Q4. Does this polling station have a Ballot
Paper Template (BPT) available for visually
imparied electors to use if required?
9%
6%
Yes
No
Other
85%

QUESTION 4: 85% of observations found that a BPT was accessible for blind and partially sighted voters
to use on request. Only 6% of polling stations were not seen to have this piece of equipment on display,
or in the close vicinity of polling staff. (Sample size 122).
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Q5. Did the polling staff ask to see your ID
or check your letter of accreditation on
arrival?
15%

Yes
48%

No
Other

37%

QUESTION 5: Polling staff seemed generally more aware than in other deployments Democracy
Volunteers has conducted that observation teams might be operating across the country. This may be
due to the more localised accreditation process undertaken in Ireland. However, 37% did not check the
ID of observers on arrival at the desk in the polling station. (Sample size 126).

Q6. Were there at least two members of
polling staff at the polling station?
1%

Yes
No
Other
99%

QUESTION 6: All but one of the polling stations observed had the legally required minimum number
of two staff on duty when our observer teams arrived at polling stations. The only other observation
was noted as ‘other’ due to a non-member of staff also being present. There were 246 staff on duty
during our observations, of which 174 (71%) were women (Sample size 123).
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Q7. Is the Ballot Box clearly sealed with a
padlock or numbered cable ties?
No
3%

Yes
No

Yes
97%

QUESTION 7: An important aspect of the electoral process is that one’s ballot should be secret, allowing
no one access to the ballot papers. The process for closing and sealing a ballot box, from the opening
of the polls at 7am and closing at 10pm is an integral part of the electoral process. 97% of the ballot
boxes were visibly sealed. 3% of ballot boxes (4) were not entirely sealed and one was completely
unsealed and accessible to interference. (Sample size 123).

Q8. Is each polling booth equipped with an
explanatory poster and a pen/pencil?
Other
9%

No
5%

Yes
No
Other
Yes
86%

QUESTION 8: 86% of polling stations were properly equipped with the requisite pencil and poster.
(Sample size 122).
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Q9. Are there any political leaflets in sight
within the Polling Station?
Yes
2%

Yes
No

No
98%

QUESTION 9: This question was asked primarily to elicit whether improper political activity was taking
place within the polling station.1 3% of polling stations were found to contain political leaflets while 97%
did not. (Sample size 123).

Q10. Was there evidence of 'family voting'
in the polling station?

Yes
31%
Yes
No
No
69%

QUESTION 10: In 31% of polling stations our observer teams identified at least one case of so-called
‘family voting’. OSCE/ODIHR, the international organisation responsible for overseeing elections within
participating states, describes ‘family voting’ as an ‘unacceptable practice’. 2 It occurs where husband
and wife or other family members voting together is normalised and women, especially, are unable to
choose for themselves who they wish to cast their votes for and/or this is actually done by another
individual entirely. We identified 67 separate cases of family voting in 38 of the 123 polling stations
observed in this sample. This meant that 134 people out of the 1819 observed were affected, or involved
in, family voting; some 7.5% of all those voting. (Sample size 123).

This question did not just relate to literature specific to this election but observers were also asked to identify if
other literature, such as TD or councillors’ surgeries were on public display – advertising the names of candidates
and/or parties.
2 http://www.osce.org/
1
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Cases of Family Voting

Q11. How many cases of family voting did
you see inside the polling station?
5
4
3
2
1
0

5

10

15

20

Number of polling stations

QUESTION 11: Observers were asked to count the number of family voting occurrences in each polling
station. On 20 occasions there was one occurrence of family voting, on 10 two, on 7 three, and 5 on one
occasion. (Sample size 115).

Q12. What form did this family voting
take?
Form of Family Voting

5

13

4
3

7
1

2
1

13
5
Number of Cases

QUESTION 12: We then asked observers to identify what form this ‘family voting’ took. They were: Clear
direction by one member of the family to another (Marked 1 on graph 12); Two or more family members
in the same booth colluding on voting intention (2); One family member overseeing how another family
member was voting (3); Casual oversight of another person's vote (4), and Other (5). There were 13 cases
of clear direction, 7 cases of collusion, 1 case of oversight, 13 cases of casual oversight and 13 cases
that did not fit any of these pre-determined variants of family voting, such as discussion.
Our observers did note that in some of these instances, confrontations between voters engaged in this
practice and polling staff were very heated. On one particular occasion this led to a supervisory presiding
officer involving the police as one member of the public aggressively forced his daughter to vote in a
certain way. It should be noted that some staff do (correctly) interrupt or attempt to interrupt this breach
of the secret ballot but this is not consistent across the country and not even from one polling station
to the next in any area. (Sample size 115).
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Number of Cases

Q13. Were there any other authorised
persons in attendance at the polling
station?
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

No, 75

31
19

16
0

Garda

Other polling Personation
staff (eg. ROs Agents
or deputies)

1
Agent

Other

No

QUESTION 13: Observers were asked to note any other authorised persons in attendance inside polling
stations. The majority of cases (75) did not see any of these actors. 19 polling stations had Garda present,
16 had other polling staff members, one had an agent, and 31 were marked as ‘other’. In most cases
these were accredited pollsters, candidates as well as polling station inspectors (Sample size 120).

Q14. How many voters were asked to
present a form of ID on arrival?
ID checked
19%
ID checked
ID not checked
ID not checked
81%

QUESTION 14: Observers were asked to record how many of the voters casting their ballots had their
ID checked before receiving their ballot paper. The recommendation for polling staff is to check one in
four voters, at the polling staff’s discretion. Throughout our deployment 342 voters (19%) were asked
to present ID out of a total of 1819 voters observed. This is slightly below the recommended total,
though our groups noted that this proportion was not uniformly distributed. Observations in 61 out of
the 126 polling stations visited showed no voters were asked to produce ID, and on one occasion all
voters were (Sample size 1819 voters).
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Q15. Overall how do you rate the quality
of this polling station?
Bad
6%

Very Bad
2%
Very Good

Good
36%

Good
Very Good
56%

Bad
Very Bad

QUESTION 15: Observers were asked for an overall rating of the polling station they had attended. 56%
of polling stations were reported to be ‘Very Good’, 36% ‘Good’, 6% ‘Bad’, and 2% ‘Very Bad’. This marks
an improvement since Democracy Volunteers’ last observation at the 2018 Abortion Referendum
(Sample size 122).
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Conclusions
In conclusion our observation of Ireland’s General Election in 2020 revealed, through both
interviews with key interlocutors and data collection on polling day, a free and fair election. As
with any election, there are, of course, aspects which can be improved, however our
deployment witnessed a very well run and well-resourced election. National authorities such
as the Department for Housing, Planning and Local Government and those Returning Officers
who granted us access to observe, made the process of accreditation clear and we would like
to thank them for their assistance and guidance.
However, the transparency and accessibility of Irish elections for observer groups, and
therefore the wider public, must remain a key concern for strengthening the electoral process
going forwards. As a signatory to the Copenhagen Document of the CSCE in 1990, which
outlines human rights and fundamental freedoms, the Republic of Ireland has the
responsibility to allow observers from fellow CSCE states and private institutions and
organisations to observe elections. Yet, in practice, local Returning Officers need to proactively
agree to an observer groups presence prior to the election. This meant that our group, as well
as any other seeking approval, was only able to observe in 10 out of 39 constituencies. It is
vital that any western democracy allows its own citizens, and those of international observer
groups, to scrutinise the electoral process so it may be transparent and enhanced.
Another issue raised by interlocutors is the lack of a centralised, independent Electoral
Commission which would standardise the voting process and administration across the
country. In addition, this body would have the ability to ensure the electoral register is
maintained in order to ensure voters aren’t registered in multiple locations and oversee
campaign financing. We are aware that this issue has been debated in government.
As with many of Democracy Volunteers’ observations, our group was particularly concerned
at the high levels of ‘family voting’ at polling stations. Not unique to Ireland, this issue denies
many people their right to vote in secrecy, often when a family member or other citizen
oversees and/or directs them how to vote. The levels of this seen in Ireland were 7.4% and a
number of our observers witnessed situations where disagreements between voters
committing this offence and presiding officers were heated. We commend these presiding
officers for attempting to intervene in some of these cases and recommend they are given
further training for dealing with these challenging situations and have a clear line of practice
for referring the details of those involved to the relevant authorities. We do believe that the
presence of supervisory presiding officers also helped staff in these situations and praise their
efforts to stop these breaches of the secret ballot.
The counting process was also observed at counting locations across Dublin County and City
in the days following the election. Counts were well staffed and operated in the correct
manner. A high number of party representatives were present to ensure counting was fair and
party agents were consulted on questionable ballot papers.
14

Recommendations
A centralised independent Electoral Commission
Throughout our meetings with interlocutors, the need for a centralised independent Electoral
Commission was highlighted. We are aware of the work already done by the government and
the DHPLG in this area3 and recommend that if and when a commission is established, that
accreditation of domestic and international election observers for the whole nation is one of
its remits. This will allow for more effective observations and could highlight issues in areas
where Returning Officers do not sanction election observation. In addition to this, many other
arguments for an independent electoral commission were highlighted including, but not
limited to: ensuring the register is up to data and duplication is eradicated; overseeing the redrawing of constituency boundaries; monitoring campaign finance, and increasing
understanding of the electoral process.
R1 Democracy Volunteers supports the creation of a centralised, independent Electoral
Commission.
Access for Election Observation
The accreditation process for election observation groups, both domestic and international,
and the accessibility they are granted to observe elections varies across Europe and the world.
The approach taken can vary, for example, from Slovakia where no official accreditation is
required to anyone wishing to observe inside polling stations, to the UK where formal
accreditation is granted by the electoral commission, to other nations such as Austria where
election observation is not allowed from groups outside of the OSCE/ODIHR. However, all
nations who are signatories to the 1990 Copenhagen Agreement have agreed that ‘the
presence of observers, both foreign and domestic, can enhance the electoral process for States
in which elections are taking place’4.
The process for accrediting observers in Ireland falls somewhere in between the measures
taken by the aforementioned states. Each individual Returning Officer in Ireland must explicitly
agree to having observers in their area of responsibility following a request being submitted
to the DHPLG. For this election access was granted for our group to observe across just 10 of
the 39 constituencies nationwide.
R2 We recommend that the process for election observation groups to gain accreditation is
standardised across the country, guaranteeing access to all parliamentary constituencies in
line with Ireland’s international obligations.

3

(https://www.housing.gov.ie/local-government/voting/electoral-commission/government-approves-generalscheme-electoral-commission)
4

(Copenhagen Document, CSCE, 1990, p.7)

15

Entering the Polling Station
Many of our observers noted that the large number of individual polling stations located inside
the same building caused confusion for some voters on their arrival. This confusion often led
to large queues forming at polling places, meaning that some voters needed to wait a long
time to cast their vote. Whilst the supervisory presiding officers present at locations with over
five ballot boxes was commended, the more widespread use of extra polling staff in polling
stations would be welcome. This could include having more than one supervisory presiding
officer in especially large polling places.
R3 We recommend that the number of staff present in large and busy polling places is
increased in order to ‘triage’ voters on arrival. This will allow simpler access for voters.
Increased numbers will also allow a staff member/s to check polling booths for political
material and prevent voters engaging in activities outside the legal framework such as family
voting (see below).
R4 Clearly identify the polling stations table number voters are expected to go to on arrival
on their polling card. This should be in large font to be as clear as possible.
R5 Number polling station tables in numerical order so that they follow a logical succession
(like a clock face, but with 1 on the left of the door as the voter enters with the highest number
to the right of the door) around the room.
This confusion can also lead, especially in the larger polling stations, where over 10 ballot
boxes can be found, to voters placing their ballot paper in the wrong box. This was observed
on several occasions. Sometimes the ballot box can be at some distance from the staff issuing
the ballot paper.
R6 Ensure that voters are informed that their ballot paper should be placed in the ballot box
associated with the staff who issue them with their ballot paper. This box should be as close
to the staff issuing the paper as possible.
As was discussed with interlocutors there a specific method of checking ID in Ireland whereby
one in four voters is checked. We discovered this practice varied from one place to another.
R7 Ensure all polling staff are made aware of the recommendation that one in four voters is
due to have their ID checked
Family Voting
Family voting is one of the biggest issues Democracy Volunteers observes at elections across
Europe, providing a crucial challenge to polling day integrity. This electoral offence denies
some voters their right to a secret ballot as two or more voters enter a polling booth together
to collude or oversee/influence each other’s vote. This was the case on 67 different occasions
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on our observation across the 123 polling stations. Therefore 7.5% of voters were involved in
this offence – either knowingly or unknowingly.
This issue is very difficult to eradicate for polling staff for many reasons such as: a lack of
knowledge they should intervene; a lack of training on this issue; overly aggressive voters
committing the offence; a lack of public awareness of the issue, and understaffing at busy
periods.
Family voting is often asserted as happening in specific communities but the evidence of our
observation is that it happens across communities and geographies. This disproportionately
means guiding/overseeing how to vote, though this is by no means the only form it takes.
R8 As part of presiding officer training before polling day, polling staff should be trained on
how to spot family voting and their responsibility to intervene.
R9 Where possible, more than two polling staff should be stationed at each polling station to
reduce the chance the offence will go unnoticed at busy times. This can be done by employing
extra staff, more supplementary supervisory presiding officers, or Garda.
R10 Increased signage should be produced and piloted, similar to that for cameras and phones
in polling stations, to show that using the same polling booth is illegal. (See Appendix B.)
Sealing of Ballot Boxes
As one of the most important aspects in securing a valid poll is conducted, the issue of
unsealed or incorrectly sealed ballot boxes in any numbers should be of concern. Whilst there
is no suggestion that any foul play occurred in the instances where boxes were unsealed, this
is a particular area for concern.
As correctly sealing ballot boxes is part of training for presiding officers, it is not necessary to
simply state this as a recommendation. However, there are some actions which could be taken
to report these instances and ensure a box’s seals are easily identifiable by the public. This will
prevent these instances potentially undermining the integrity of any election in the future.
R11 If, on arrival at the central count a ballot box is discovered to be incorrectly sealed or
unsealed, this should be immediately made known to election agents and candidates so that
they are aware of this problem.
R12 This box should then be verified and checked by the returning officer to check that no
foul play has occurred, and those observing should be told the turnout for that one box, so it
can be checked against the final result.
R13 All ballot boxes should have their secured seals easily identifiable to the public and
observers to improve trust in the process.
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Appendix A – List of Interlocutors
Department for Housing, Planning and Local Government
Ian Stuart-Mills
Paris Beausang
Local Authorities
Dublin County Returning Officer
Fergus Gallagher
Deborah King
Dublin City Returning Officer
Jenny Bourgoise
Kerry Returning Officer
Padraig Burke
Kildare Returning Officer
Eithne Couglan
Political Parties5
Nat O’Connor – Labour Party, Political Director

5

We invited all major political parties to meet with us and held informal conversations with numerous politicians
and journalists over polling day and counting.
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Appendix B – Dutch Ministry of the Interior Polling Station Poster
(Section)
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