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Under current legislation, a person must be 18 or over to vote. Section 17 of the Electoral 
Administration Act 2006 reduced the age of candidacy to 18 from the age of 21 which had 
existed since the Parliamentary Elections Act 1695, however there was no provision for a 
reduction in the voting age. This paper looks briefly at calls for a change in the law and at the 
reports on voting age by the Electoral Commission and the Power Commission.  On 20 
October 2008 the Youth Citizenship Commission published a consultation paper seeking 
views on whether the voting age should be lowered to 16. The consultation period ended on 
20 January 2009 and the Commission published its report on 26 June 2009.  The 
Commission stated that it had not found significant evidence on which to base a 
recommendation either to reduce the voting age or to leave it as it stands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This information is provided to Members of Parliament in support of their parliamentary duties 
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should not be relied upon as being up to date; the law or policies may have changed since it 
was last updated; and it should not be relied upon as legal or professional advice or as a 
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1 The argument about reducing the voting age 
In recent years there has been pressure for a reduction in the voting age from 18 to 16.1 The 
Electoral Reform Society argues for this and has organised a coalition on the issue.2  This 
resulted in the launch of the Votes at 16 Campaign on 29 January 2003.3 Professor Robert 
Blackburn stated in his book The Electoral System in Britain4 that ‘the argument against any 
further age reduction in voting rests simply upon grounds that some arbitrary age limit has to 
be drawn, and that many 16 and 17 year old people are unlikely to have gained the 
necessary political maturity to be able to express a considered political judgement.’ The 
academic David Denver has argued that turnout would fall as a result of lowering the voting 
age since young people are the least likely to vote.5  However, at the age of 16 an individual 
is able to leave school, get married, join the armed forces and pay tax.6  

The Howarth Working Party on Electoral Procedures considered the matter in 1999.7 The 
Working Party did not recommend a reduction in the voting age and nor did the Home Affairs 
Committee enquiry into electoral law and administration in 1998.8  

The Liberal Democrats adopted the policy of reducing the voting age to 16 in their 2001 
manifesto and this was reiterated in their 2005 manifesto.9 In July 2007, the Liberal 
Democrats published a paper Real Democracy for Britain which included 20 proposals to 
strengthen Britain’s democracy; one of those proposals was to lower the voting age to 16.10  
The SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Green Party, like the Liberal Democrats, are also members of 
the Votes at Sixteen coalition.11 

On 23 January 2002, the former Prime Minister, Tony Blair, made it clear that he did not 
favour a reduction in the voting age: 

Matthew Green (Ludlow): The Prime Minister will know that at 16 young people are 
considered old enough to marry, to have children, to pay taxes and to join the armed 
forces, yet they are not allowed to vote until they are 18. Does he consider that those 
things are a lesser responsibility than voting? Will he meet me and a group of young 
people from a range of youth organisations to discuss reducing the voting age to 16?  

 
 
1  See for example ‘Vote at 16 to be considered by ministers’ Independent 31 December 1999  
2  Supported by Barnardos, Children's Society, YMCA, National Youth Agency, National Children's Bureau, 

Children's Rights Alliance for England, Liberal Democrats Youth and Students, Scottish National Party, 
London Young Labour, Plaid Cymru, National Union of Students, Article 12, Charter 88, United Kingdom 
Youth Parliament, Children's Parliament in Scotland, British Youth Council, Care Leaver's Alliance, Black 
Youth Forum, Electoral Reform Society, and the Carnegie Institute for Young People.  See 
http://www.votesat16.org.uk/index.php 

3  http://www.votesat16.org.uk/news.php?story=5 
4  The Electoral System in Britain, by Robert Blackburn 1995, p73. 
5  ‘Lower voting age would cut turnout’, Independent 31 January 1997 
6   “The Case for Votes at 16”, by A Folkes, Representation, Vol 41 No1, 2004, p53. 
7  For background on the Howarth working party see Research Paper 99/94, The Representation of the People 

Bill, http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp99/rp99-094.pdf  
8  Home Affairs Committee, Electoral Law and Administration, HC 768 1997-98, October 1998, available at: 
 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmselect/cmhaff/768/76802.htm 
9  The Liberal Democrats: the real alternative, 2005. Available at 

http://www.libdems.org.uk/media/documents/policies/manifesto2005.pdf  
10  The Liberal Democrats: Real Democracy, 2007.  Available at 
      http://www.libdems.org.uk/media/documents/parliament/Real%20Democracy%20for%20Britain1.pdf 
11  See http://www.votesat16.org.uk/links.php 
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The Prime Minister: I am not sure that we would always want 16-year-olds to do all 
the things they can do. I am afraid that I do not agree with the hon. Gentleman on the 
voting age. I think that it should remain as it is.12  

The Government’s Children and Young People’s Unit produced a report entitled 
Yvote?/Ynot? in July 2002 which examined the reasons for falling turnout amongst young 
people.13  This acknowledged calls for a reduction in the voting age, but stated that it was not 
government policy to reduce it: 

As far as lowering the voting age is concerned, it is clearly necessary to decide at what 
minimum age most people are sufficiently politically aware, mature, and independent to 
make up their minds and choose between the various candidates standing for election. 
On balance, Government takes the view that there is more likely to be a higher 
percentage of people aged 18 who are able to do this than at 16. In addition 18 years 
of age is the most common minimum age for voting throughout the world and in the 
European Union. When this issue was last debated in the House of Commons in 
December 1999, during the passage of the Representation of the People Act 2000, an 
amendment to lower the minimum age of voting from 18 to 16 was rejected by an 
overwhelming majority. Nevertheless, the Government’s mind is not closed on the 
issue and it would welcome public debate about the merits or otherwise of lowering the 
voting age.14 

The Votes at 16 campaign has a website at http://www.votesat16.org.uk/index.php. The 
campaign‘s statement of its aims is reproduced below: 

The aim of the Votes at 16 campaign is that the voting age in all public elections should 
be 16. 

The campaign is targeted at the Government. We will seek to influence Parliament, the 
devolved institutions, the Electoral Commission, local councils and councillors, the 
media, academics and the general public. The campaign believes that the most 
effective case for change is to be made by young people themselves and young 
people led organisations will be at the heart of the campaign. 

Different organisations within the campaign have different reasons for supporting such 
a move, but these reasons include: 

Equality of Expression 

Not letting 16 and 17 year olds express their political views through the ballot box gives 
the impression to young people and to the rest of society that young people's views are 
not valid and young people are not real citizens and so contributes to the disconnection 
that many young people feel from the political process and structures. 

Consistency 

Whilst a single age for the acquisition of rights may not be desirable and the protective 
rights that apply to under 18s should remain, there is a great inconsistency about the 
age at which a person can vote (18), compared with the age at which young people 
can leave school, work full time, pay taxes, leave home, join the armed forces and 
receive social security benefits (all 16). 

 
 
12  HC Deb vol 378 c887 
13  Young people and politics: a report on the yvote?/ynot? project.  Children and Young People’s Unit. 2002, 

available at http://www.cypu.gov.uk/corporate/index.cfm 
14  Ibid, p 53 
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Citizenship 

With the introduction into the national curriculum of citizenship education from the ages 
of 5-16, at 16 a person will have the ability to make an informed choice in an election. 
Yet 16 and 17 year olds are currently denied the right to use this knowledge. 

Moral Right 

The arguments put forward for denying 16 and 17 year olds the vote are the same as 
those put forward previously for denying women and working classes the right to vote, 
that they were too innocent of the world and that those who had the right knew what 
was best for them. Those arguments are as wrong now as they were then.15 

The UK Youth Parliament is a supporter of the Votes at 16 campaign and calls for the 
reduction in voting age in its manifesto.16  

A useful review of recent literature on the subject of voter engagement and young people can 
be found in a research report published by the Electoral Commission in July 2002. 17  In the 
report the authors identify a range of factors that have a key influence on young people’s 
decisions about whether to vote. These include: 

• Personal or convenience issues 

• Levels of voter registration 

• Apathy 

• Alienation 

On turnout amongst the young, the report states: 

Young people are some of the people least likely to turn out and vote. In 2001 MORI 
estimates that only 39% of 18 – 24 year olds voted, compared to 70% of those aged 
65.18 

2 Attempts to lower the voting age to 16 
The Conservative Peer, Lord Lucas, introduced a Private Member’s Bill, the Voting Age 
(Reduction to 16) Bill (HL), which received its Second Reading on 9 January 2003.19  Lord 
Lucas said: 

This Bill does exactly what it says on the can. It would reduce the voting age in 
parliamentary and other elections to 16. There are two principal reasons for doing this. 
One is equity and justice. The other is the opportunity which it might give us to make a 
contribution to the revival of active democratic politics in this country, whose decline 
over many years we are all well aware of and much concerned with.20 

Lord Bassam of Brighton replied for the Government: 

 
 
15  Votes at 16 campaign, http://www.votesat16.org.uk/index.php 
16  See http://www.ukyouthparliament.org.uk/downloads/UKYP_Manifesto_2005.pdf  
17  Voter engagement and young people, by  Russell et al, Electoral Commission, July 2002, available at: 
 http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/files/dms/youngpplvoting_6597-6188__E__N__S__W__.pdf 
18  Ibid, p6 
19  HL Deb 9 January 2003 cc 1106-1114 
20  Ibid, c1106 
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Throughout the world, 18 years of age is by far the most common minimum age for 
voting. Some 142 countries set their voting age at 18 for at least one of their chambers 
of parliament: 171 chambers altogether have a franchise at 18. Only three, Korea, 
Indonesia, and the Sudan, set the voting age at 17, with a further three, Brazil, Cuba, 
and Nicaragua, permitting voting at 16, and just one, Iran, setting the age at 15.  

As has been acknowledged, the age of majority in the United Kingdom was last 
reviewed in depth in the 1960s by the Latey commission, whose recommendation was 
brought into effect through the Representation of the People Act 1969. There has been 
no further legislative move on this subject since then, although an amendment was 
proposed to reduce the minimum voting age to 16 during the Committee stage of the 
Representation of the People Bill in 1999. However, that legislation had been drawn up 
to implement the recommendations of the Howarth working party, and was fast-tracked 
on the understanding that it was purely a vehicle to implement those 
recommendations. We took the view that amendments on other issues could have 
endangered its fast-track status. Therefore, the amendment was opposed and 
defeated at that stage.  

Any decision on the major step of further reducing the voting age cannot be taken in 
isolation, or without widespread public debate. While the Government are not 
necessarily opposed to the policy that the noble Lord, Lord Lucas, is seeking to push 
forward, we argue that his Bill is premature… 

…the Electoral Commission expects to launch a number of public discussions and 
reviews as part of its work. There will also be extensive consultation, which we greatly 
welcome. The report will be followed by recommendations that the Commission 
believes to be most appropriate resulting from its extensive consultation. We, as 
government, will give serious consideration to any recommendations made by the 
commission following its review. We remain neutral on the issue.21 

Although the Bill passed through the House of Lords there was no Parliamentary time for it in 
the Commons. 

The Welsh Affairs Select Committee supported the reduction in the voting age in its first 
report of 2003-04 and made the following recommendation: 

Lowering the voting age would involve young people whose voices should be heard in 
our democracy and could be a positive step towards reengaging young people in 
democratic politics. To that end we support the Electoral Commission's inquiry into the 
voting ages. In principle we support a lowering of the voting age to 16 and recommend 
that the Government looks favourably on the argument to lower the voting age. We 
would further recommend that the Government satisfies itself that the current legal 
protections afforded to 16 to 18 year olds would not be undermined by any reduction in 
the voting age before coming to any decision.22 

The Liberal Democrat MP, Stephen Williams, introduced a Private Member’s Bill, 
Representation of the People (Reduction of Voting Age) Bill, on 29 November 2005.23  
Stephen Williams said: 

 
 
21  Ibid, c1120 
22  The Empowerment of Children and Young People in Wales, Welsh Affairs Select Committee. First report, 

2003-04, HC 177 
23  HC Deb 29 November 2005 c138-143 
      http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200506/cmhansrd/vo051129/debtext/51129-06.htm#51129-

06_head0 
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In the 21st Century, our eyes can be open and we can see that we have the best ever 
educated, informed and politically interested cohort of 16 and 17-year-olds.  In recent 
times, young people’s interest has been awakened in politics.  Perhaps one of the few 
silver linings of the Iraq war is that young people take an interest in the Chamber’s 
deliberations and the fundamental decisions that we can make in this place… 

Like the rest of us, young people can pick and hoover up information 24 hours a day 
through television and the internet.  In schools, citizenship is compulsory at key stages 
3 and 4 for all 11 to 16-year-olds in England, stimulating community involvement and 
political literacy.  In 1969, when Parliament previously decided to extend the franchise, 
the school-leaving age was 15 and most people left school at 15.  Few went on to 
further education and even fewer to higher education.  In 2005, the educational world 
is totally different.  I am sure that today’s teenagers have the same social interests as 
their counterparts in the 1960’s, but this decade’s 16-year-olds are better informed and 
of a similar maturity to 18-year-olds of nearly 40 years ago.  It is now time for them to 
use their knowledge and maturity and for us to extend the vote to them.24 

The Bill was negatived on division and did not receive a Second Reading.25 

An Early Day Motion, 801, tabled on 19 October 2005, called for the lowering of the voting 
age and urged the Government to make changes to the Electoral Administration Bill 2005-06 
to allow for this: 

That this House believes that the time is right to lower the voting age to 16; recognises 
that at 16 and 17 young people's lives are as rich and varied as at any other age, that 
they have considerable responsibilities that routinely involve making complex decisions 
and that are unrecognised in their current democratic rights, that many youth-led 
organisations have been campaigning for the voting age to be reduced, and that 
lowering the voting age could play a huge role in helping young people feel more 
connected with political processes which would strengthen local and national 
democracy and is the next logical extension for citizenship education; and calls on the 
Government to use the Electoral Administration Bill to legislate to lower the voting age 
to 16 for all public elections in the UK. 

The Electoral Administration Act 2006 received Royal Assent on 11 July 2006.  There were 
no provisions in the Act to lower the age of voting but the Act lowered the age of candidacy 
from 21 to 18.26   

In June 2007 the Liberal Democrats published Real Democracy for Britain - twenty proposals 
to strengthen Britain’s democracy, restore faith in politics and bring government back to the 
people. One of the proposals was to lower the voting age to 16.  

On 5 December 2007 Julie Morgan MP presented a Private Member’s Bill, the Voting Age 
Reduction Bill 200-08, to reduce the voting age for parliamentary and other elections to 16 
years. The Bill received its Second Reading on 6 June 2008 but did not proceed further. Julie 
Morgan had previously tabled an Early Day Motion on 5 December 2007: 

That this House welcome the Government's plans to consider the arguments for 
lowering the voting age to 16, as stated in the Governance of Britain Green Paper; 
notes that 16 and 17 year olds have been calling for the right to vote for many years 
through the Votes at 16 coalition; notes that 16 is the age at which young people start 

 
 
24  Ibid, c138-139 
25  Ibid, c141-143 
26  House of Commons Library, Standard Note ‘The Electoral Administration Act 2006’ 
      http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/notes/snpc-04144.pdf 
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to make real decisions about their lives, and many significant rights come into play; 
recognises that lowering the voting age could play a huge role in helping young people 
feel more connected with political processes and is the next logical extension for 
citizenship education; and therefore supports the Voting Age (Reduction) Bill 
introduced into this House; and calls on the Government to establish without delay the 
Youth Citizenship Commission with a clear remit to develop the necessary framework 
for reducing the voting age to 16.27 

Julie Morgan referred in the debate to the pamphlet she had produced with the ‘Votes at 
Sixteen’ campaign and the 16 reasons for lowering the voting age listed in the pamphlet.28  

3 The Isle of Man 
In February 2006 the Isle of Man was the first part of the British Isles to lower the voting age 
from 18 to 16.29  Although it is not officially part of the United Kingdom, it recognises the 
Queen as Head of State and its citizens are British.  However, with a month to go before the 
General Election held on 23 November 2006, less than half of those aged between 16 and 
18 who were able to register to vote,(698 out of a possible 1,800), had actually registered to 
vote.30  Those aged between 16 and 17 who voted became the first citizens in the European 
Union to vote at that age in a General Election.31    

4 Jersey 
The Channel Island of Jersey lowered its voting age from 18 to 16 in July 2007.32  Although 
Jersey is not officially part of the United Kingdom, like the Isle of Man, its citizens are British.  
The change added around 2,000 names to the electoral roll and meant that those aged over 
16 were able to vote in the 2008 elections of senators and deputies to the States in October 
and November 2008 respectively.33  

5 EU countries 
The voting age for national elections in EU countries is 18 except for Austria where it was 
reduced to 16 in 2007. 

The Electoral Commission’s consultation paper on the voting age in the UK, published in 
2003, looked at the voting age in other countries. The Commission noted that in 2003 all EU 
member states had a minimum voting age of 18 for national elections although in Germany 
and Austria there had been a reduction to 16 in certain areas for local elections. 

…the vast majority of countries around the world (including all the EU member 
states, Australia, Canada and the USA) have a minimum voting age of 18. 
Japan has a voting age of 20, but it should be noted that in Japanese culture 
the customary age at which an individual is considered to become an adult is 
20, whereas in the West it is generally held to be 18. 

3.5 The minimum voting age is 17 in East Timor, Indonesia, North Korea, the 
Seychelles and the Sudan, 16 in Brazil, Cuba and Nicaragua, and 15 in Iran. It 

 
 
27  EDM 493, 2007-08 
28  http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/downloads/16for16.pdf  
29  http://www.adfero.co.uk/news/news/politics/manx-teens-make-voting-history-$459009.htm 
30  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/isle_of_man/6041074.stm 
31  http://www.adfero.co.uk/news/news/politics/manx-teens-make-voting-history-$459009.htm 
32   http://www.bbc.co.uk/jersey/content/articles/2006/02/17/old_enough_to_vote_feature.shtml 
33  http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article2039862.ece 
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is 20 in Cameroon, Japan, South Korea, Nauru, Taiwan and Tunisia, and 21 in 
Central African Republic, Fiji, Gabon, Kuwait, Lebanon, Malaysia, Maldives, 
Monaco, Morocco, Pakistan, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Tokelau 
and Tonga. 

3.6 In general terms, the ages referred to above are applicable for all levels of 
public election in the relevant country. However, there are variations in some 
areas: 

• in Italy, an individual cannot vote in elections to the Senate (the second 
chamber of the national parliament) until age 25; 

• in Germany the minimum age for municipal – i.e. local, but not regional or 
national – elections in Lower Saxony was reduced from 18 to 16 in 1995; the 
Lander of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, North-Rhine Westphalia, Saxony 
and Schleswig-Holstein have subsequently followed suit; 

 • similarly, the Lander of Carinthia, Burgenland and Styria in Austria have 
reduced the minimum voting age for municipal and mayoral elections from 18 
to 16; and 

• in March 2002 the United States city of Cambridge, Massachusetts voted to 
reduce its voting age from 18 to 17 for local elections (although this is yet to be 
ratified by the state legislature).34 

Since the Commission carried out its research for this consultation exercise the voting age in 
Austria was reduced to 16 in 2007.35 

6 Electoral Commission review of the voting age  
The Electoral Commission conducted a review of the voting age with a period of public 
consultation over the summer of 2003. The Commission set out the context of the review in a 
press release: 

The review responds to a growing call from a wide range of organisations to consider 
lowering the voting age in order to promote participation in democracy and address the 
very real issue of young people feeling disconnected from the political system. 

There are clear signs of public disengagement with the voting progress, particularly 
amongst the youngest section of the electorate. Less than four in ten 18-24 year-olds 
were estimated to have voted at the last general election, dropping to just 11% at last 
year's local elections in England. 

The review is also timely considering the growing importance of citizenship education 
in schools - particularly the introduction of the subject into the English school 
curriculum last September - opening up the potential for a greater understanding of 
political issues amongst young people. 

Glyn Mathias, Electoral Commissioner and Chair of the Project Board, says: 'The 
Commission has no preconceptions on this issue. We will investigate the claim that 

 
 
34  How old is old enough? The minimum age of voting and candidacy in UK elections. Electoral Commission 

consultation paper, 2003. Available at 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/63745/How-old-is-old-enough.pdf  

35  “Sixteen-year-olds have been given the vote in Austrian national elections – the lowest voting age in the 
European Union. The law was supported by four of the five parties in parliament, but opposed by the right-
wing Freedom Party. Brazil, Cuba, Nicaragua and the Isle of Man allow voting at 16.” Austria lowers voting 
age to 16, Independent, 6 June 2007. 
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reducing the minimum voting age would help to re-engage young people in the political 
process, as well as the arguments for keeping it as it stands.' 36   

The Commission’s consultation paper, How old is old enough, asked the following questions:   

Q1 Do you think that lowering the voting age, or allowing younger candidates to stand 
for election, might encourage young people to take part in elections? 

Q2 Do you think that lowering the voting age, or the age for standing as a candidate, 
would increase the levels of trust between young people and politicians? 

Q3 If you are a young person, teacher or parent – in your experience, is citizenship 
education changing young peoples’ knowledge of and interest in elections and 
democracy? 

Q4 Do you want to see a change in the current minimum age for voting (18)? 

Q5 Do you want to see a change in the current minimum age for standing as a 
candidate (21)? 

Q6 If the voting age was to be reduced, what age do you think it should be reduced to? 
Why? 

Q7 Would you advocate the same minimum age for all levels of election in the UK? 

Q8 If the minimum age for standing as a candidate at UK elections were to be reduced, 
what age do you think it should be reduced to? Why? 

Q9 Would you advocate the same minimum age for all levels of election in the UK?37 

The Commission published its findings in April 2004.38 The Commission found that although 
most responses to its consultation paper supported a voting age of 16 more general opinion 
polling suggested strong support for keeping to the present minimum. The Commission 
therefore recommended that: 

The minimum age for all levels of voting in public elections in the UK should remain at 
18 years for the time being.39 

but qualified its recommendation: 

However, circumstances may change the context significantly over the next few years. 
In particular, citizenship teaching may improve the social awareness and responsibility 
of young people. There may also (perhaps partly in response to this) be a wider debate 
about the general age of majority that can better inform consideration of individual age-
based rights. We propose further research on the social and political awareness of 
those around age 18 with a view to undertaking a further review of the minimum age 
for electoral participation in the future. 

The Electoral Commission would therefore expect to undertake a further formal review 
of the minimum voting age within five to seven years of this report. We would 

 
 
36  http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/media-centre/newsreleasereviews.cfm/news/167 
37  How old is old enough? The minimum age of voting and candidacy in UK elections consultation paper.  

Electoral Commission, July 2003. Available at http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/files/dms/AEM_10002-
8073__E__N__S__W__.pdf  

38  Age of electoral majority: report and recommendations. Electoral Commission, April 2004. Available at 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/files/dms/AgeofelectoralmajorityFinal_12974-
9415__E__N__S__W__.pdf  

39  Ibid, p5 
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encourage the Government to consider in the meantime initiating a wider review of the 
age of majority, given the length of time that has passed since the last one.40 

The Commission decided that different considerations applied in relation to candidacy and 
that there was no reasonable argument why the candidacy age should not be the same as 
the voting age. The Electoral Administration Act 2006 made provision for the reduction of the 
age of candidacy from 21 to 18. For further details see Library Research Paper 05/65.41 

7 The Power report 
The Power Commission was funded by the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust to find out what 
was happening to British democracy, why people were disengaged with democratic politics 
and how this could be rectified.  The Commission was comprised of 10 representatives who 
travelled around the country listening to those in and out of politics, which then resulted in a 
set of proposals and recommendations to increase and deepen political participation and 
was presented in a final report entitled Power to the People published in February 2006.42  
The report made several recommendations including: 

Recommendation 16: Voting and candidacy age should be reduced to sixteen (with the 
exception of candidacy for the House of Lords).43 

The report set out why this recommendation was made: 

Our own experience and evidence suggests that just as with the wider population, 
when young people are faced with a genuine opportunity to involve themselves in a 
meaningful process that offers them a real chance of influence, they do so with 
enthusiasm and with responsibility.  We recognise that few people take an interest in a 
sphere of life or an area from which they have been deliberately excluded.  Reducing 
the voting age to sixteen would obviously be one way of reducing the extent of such 
exclusion for many thousands of young people, and of increasing the likelihood of their 
taking an interest, and taking part, in political and democratic debate. 44 

The report outlined the need for including young people in the political process as early as 
possible in order to create a basis for greater political engagement in later life.45  The issue of 
candidacy was also tackled: 

We can see no reason why the voting and candidacy age is currently held at 18.  The 
chief objection to lowering the voting age seems to be the assertion that 16 and 17 
years olds are less able to take ‘mature’ decisions about political issues than those 
aged over 18.  We have seen no evidence to support this assertion and our own 
experience contradicts it.46    

It has been suggested that reducing the age of voting could have an effect on the turnout at 
elections.  The report directly addresses this point: 

 
 
40  Ibid, p5 
41  Available at http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2005/rp05-065.pdf  
42   Power to the People.  Power Commission, February 2006.  Available at 
     http://www.makeitanissue.org.uk/2007/01/power_commission_archive.php 
43   Power to the People. Power Commission, February 2006 pp199-201.  Available at 
     http://www.makeitanissue.org.uk/Power%20to%20the%20People.pdf 
44   Ibid, p199 
45   Ibid, p199-201 
46   Ibid, p200  
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We have also heard the claim that reducing the voting age to 16 will drive down turnout 
figures as the youngest age groups have the lowest turnouts.  This argument suggests 
that a significant reform should be rejected on the grounds that its results may 
embarrass politicians and reinforce the widespread view that the party and electoral 
system are disliked.  This cannot be accepted by the Commission as an adequate 
reason to reject reform.47  

Citizenship education became a statutory subject within the National Curriculum in 2002 for 
key stages 3 and 4 in England.  Citizenship education was introduced in part as a response 
to a widely held belief that the public are becoming less and less interested in politics and 
issues of governance, and more distrustful of political institutions and politicians.48  The 
authors of Power believed that citizenship education was likely to be weakened as a result of 
those leaving school at 16 having to wait until the next general election to vote and possibly 
having to wait even longer to vote because an election may occur before they turn 18.49  
Those leaving school at 16 may have to wait 6 or 8 years before they can cast their vote.   

Once people have left education they are less likely to be exposed to any discussion 
about why voting might matter. 

It is worth remembering that we enlist 16 years olds into the armed forces and expect 
them to pay taxes if they are earning so they should be able to participate in the 
selection of those who govern them.  We believe that any reform to encourage young 
people to engage politically will be very severely limited in its effectiveness while the 
current constitutional, party and electoral arrangements remain in force.50 

8 The Governance of Britain Green Paper 
On 3 July 2007 Gordon Brown delivered a statement to the House of Commons on 
Constitutional Reform.51  The Prime Minister said:  

...we must give new life to the very idea of citizenship. All in this House would 
acknowledge that there are very specific challenges we must meet on engaging young 
people and improving citizenship education. I hope that there will be all-party support 
for a commission to review this and make recommendations. Although the voting age 
has been 18 since 1969, it is right, as part of that debate, to examine, and hear from 
young people themselves, whether lowering that age would increase participation.52 

The Government’s Green Paper, The Governance of Britain, stated that there would be a 
Youth Citizenship Commission:53 

 
 
47    Power to the People. Power Commission, February 2006, pp199-201.  Available at 
      http://www.makeitanissue.org.uk/Power%20to%20the%20People.pdf 
48    House of Commons Standard Note, The Political Process and Citizenship Education, 17 August 2006, 
      http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/notes/snpc-04125.pdf 
49  Power to the People. Power Commission, February 2006, pp 200-201.  Available at 
 http://www.makeitanissue.org.uk/Power%20to%20the%20People.pdf 
50  Power to the People. Power Commission, February 2006, pp201.  Available at 
 http://www.makeitanissue.org.uk/Power%20to%20the%20People.pdf 
51  HC Deb 3 July 2007 c815-833       

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmhansrd/cm070703/debtext/70703-  
0003.htm#07070334000391 

52  HC Deb 3 July 2007 c819 
      http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmhansrd/cm070703/debtext/70703-

0003.htm#07070334000391 
53  The Governance of Britain, CM7170 July 2007 
      http://www.official-documents.gov.uk/document/cm71/7170/7170.pdf 
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…which will examine ways to invigorate young people’s understanding of the historical 
narrative of our country and of what it means to be a British citizen, and to increase 
their participation in the political sphere.  The Commission will examine what support 
schools in England need to improve the ways that they prepare young people for their 
life as an adult citizen.  It will look at how citizenship education can be connected to 
both a possible citizenship ceremony when young people reach adulthood and to the 
acquisition of voting rights.  In that context, the Commission will also examine, 
including in debate with young people, whether reducing the voting age would increase 
participation in the political process.54 

9 Youth Citizenship Commission 
The Youth Citizenship Commission was established to consider ways of re-engaging young 
people in the political process.55 It was also asked to carry out a consultation on whether the 
voting age should be lowered to 16.  A consultation paper was published on 20 October 2008 
and responses were sought by 20 January 2009.56  The YCC published a summary of the 
responses in April 2009.57 On 26 June 2009 the Commission published its recommendations 
following the consultation but did not recommend a reduction in the voting age.58  The Chair 
of the YCC, Professor Jonathan Tonge, summarised the Commission’s findings in his 
foreword: 

The issue of whether to lower the voting age to 16 is the aspect of the Youth 
Citizenship Commission’s remit that has attracted the most public attention and 
elicited strong views. We have carefully looked at a wide range of views on the 
subject and have considered the responses to our consultation document. 

The Commission would like to thank all those who responded to our 
consultation. Many of these responses were of a high standard and show that 
there is a high level of enthusiasm for and commitment to debating this issue. 

It was important to the Commission that our response to the consultation was 
made on an evidential basis. Arguments and feelings were strong on both 
sides. The majority of respondents favoured a change: over 300 of the 
responses were in favour of lowering the voting age to 16. However, this is a 
relatively small and not necessarily representative sample of the population. A 
majority of 16 and 17 year olds were in favour of lowering the voting age in our 
segmented survey; whilst all categories from the age of 18 upwards were 
opposed to change. 

We have found that there is a real evidence gap on this issue. Nevertheless, 
we make what we hope are constructive recommendations based on the 
evidence that we have, although we realise that these may not completely 
satisfy campaigners one way or the other on this issue. 

Most importantly, we think that while enfranchisement of 16 and 17 year olds is 
a valid issue for consideration, it is not the key component of any strategy for 

 
 
54  The Governance of Britain, CM7170 July 2007 
      http://www.official-documents.gov.uk/document/cm71/7170/7170.pdf 
55  http://www.ycc.uk.net/whoarewe/  
56  http://www.ycc.uk.net/votes/ycc.pdf  
57  http://www.ycc.uk.net/publications/YCC_18-16_summary.pdf  
58  http://www.ycc.uk.net/publications/YCC%20-%20Final%20Responses%20-%20June%202009.pdf  
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better engagement of young people. These matters are dealt with in our main 
report.59 
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