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Recommendations 

It is recommended that you: 
(a) note the information provided in this briefing for discussion on Thursday, 12 

December 2024. 

 
Purpose 

This briefing outlines the Commission’s recommended steps for an efficient, resilient and 
modernised electoral system. It also describes at a high level the service level scenarios 
that are included in the Budget 2025 cost pressure template. 
 

Background  

1. On 24 October you met with the Commission Board to discuss budget pressures. In 
that meeting you requested the Commission provide advice on options to modernise 
the electoral system to improve efficiency and timeliness.  

2. The Commission has also modelled a range of alternative service levels. Advice on the 
impact of those changes is outlined in this paper. 

3. The Commission has worked with the Ministry of Justice as policy options are 
developed and has provided input and feedback on the options presented. The 
options in this paper build on the advice developed and operational considerations. 

 
Discussion  
Several reviews have outlined a set of issues to resolve in the electoral system 

4. Successive general election reports and external reviews have canvassed a set of 
challenges facing the electoral system recommending changes to:  

a) reduce complexity of legislative settings 
b) modernise aging technology systems 
c) provide steady and stable funding streams to enable development and continuous 

improvement during the Commission’s election planning periods 
d) reduce the growing pressure from increasing special votes and population 

increases. 

5. The advice set out in these reviews and further risk advice from 
PricewaterhouseCoopers have informed the shape of our recommendations. 

6. While highlighting a number of challenges, there are clear opportunities to increase 
the efficiency, timeliness and resilience of the electoral system. 

7. At the same time we need to maintain a high level of performance against the 
Commission’s statutory objectives, outlined below.  

 
Facilitate participation in parliamentary democracy: 

8. Enrolment- rates remain high at 94.7% in 2023, 94.2% in 2020 and 92% in 2017 at 
election day (rates drop several percentage points between elections). 

9. Turnout- rates remain high compared to other jurisdictions - 78.2% in 2023, 82.2% in 
2020 and 79.8% in 2017.  
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Promote understanding:  

10. Surveyed voters reporting good to very good understanding of how to vote were 94% in 
2023, and 89% in 2020. 

 
Maintain confidence:  

11. Voters reporting confidence that Electoral Commission staff conduct elections 
impartially were 72% in 2023 and 87% in 2020. 

12. The Act requires the Commission to administer the system impartially, efficiently and 
effectively. Current legislative settings prohibit the Commission from decoupling its 
operating model from methods that are outdated and increasingly costly. Population 
increase, greater population mobility and changing patterns of interacting are further 
increasing pressure. 

 
Service level scenarios - Budget 2025 cost pressure template 

13. Since meeting with you, the Commission has modelled several more scenarios for 
election delivery. These are presented in our attached Budget template and an 
overview table provided on the following page. 
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Direct enrolment to reduce special votes 
Near term:  

20. Implement direct enrolment data updates for those electors already enrolled. 
Gather information of changes to key details, e.g. change of address, through 
government data matching. Automatically update the enrolment record and notify the 
elector of the change giving them the opportunity to correct an update. 
 
Medium term:  

21. Investigate use of other government agency data matching and touchpoints to offer or 
encourage enrolment to new electors.  

 
Progressively target additional categories of special votes 

22. Enabling unpublished electors to cast an ordinary vote is one option that should be 
explored in the medium term as the complex nature of the vote adds more time in the 
official count period. 

23. Assuming current trends and population growth, these changes will create significant 
efficiencies and without them, the time taken for issuing and processing of votes 
increases significantly. Benefits can be achieved whilst retaining outcomes for voters. 

24. In the graph below, the line shows the number of hours for issuing and processing all 
votes, if no measures are taken to convert special votes to ordinary votes. If measures 
are taken to convert special votes to ordinary votes, such as direct enrolment, the 
hours required for issuing and processing decreases, as shown by the bar graph. For 
instance, the orange bars show the amount of issuing and processing time needed for 
ordinary votes that were converted by implementing direct enrolment. 
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25. However, due to growth in overall volume, a solution to further manage growth beyond 
2029 would need to target speed in overall vote processing and counting. A significant 
number of special votes still remain. These are generated by mobile voting, manual 
voting place issuing errors but most significantly from overseas votes.   

 
Streamline and automate election processes to speed up processing, reduce error and 
increase efficiency 

26. Inefficient processes and systems are creating error and risk to integrity. The growing 
complexity of election processes has also contributed to ineffective controls, growing 
pressure in the voting period and risk to the timely return of an accurate result.   

27. The sheer volume of some time-consuming processes, such as overseas vote 
processing, creates inefficiencies and bottlenecks in the official count period. 

28. A set of improvements is required to respond to the challenges in 2023 that led to 
errors in the official count process. A key response is process simplification and 
improvement to: 

 reduce inefficiencies and bottlenecks,  
 reduce risk of errors in the election process and count, and  
 create a stable platform for future technology to modernize and speed up the 

election process. 
 
Invest in election technologies to achieve a step change in processing and counting  

Medium term:  

29. A range of technologies are used in other jurisdictions with complex voting systems as 
a way of improving accuracy, controlling cost and managing large numbers of ballots. 
The technology is often bundled together to address a set of pressures, for example, 
live roll mark off, ballot printing on demand and electronic vote processing and 
counting.  

30. It is likely that wide-spread use of this technology, with the other factors outlined, will 
sufficiently offset population growth to reduce the official count period.  

31. These options have previously been canvased and used in limited forms, however, the 
available investment to scale up and implement these solutions has not been 
available. The Commission believes that a thorough investigation of the suitable 
technology, its costs and its benefits (including security, integrity and public trust 
considerations) needs to be undertaken as part of a broader business case.  

 
Introduce digital communications with electors.  

32. New Zealanders increasingly expect to transact their business with government online. 
They are also increasingly mobile. At the last census, 20% of the population had lived 
in their house for 1 year or less and 53% for less than five years. Postal 
communication is increasingly costly and less effective as a means of ensuring 
integrity of electoral roll information.  

33. Legislative change is needed to enable the Commission to communicate via electronic 
methods rather than post for many of its large mailouts.  

 



Ref: EC24-007 
 

Page 8 of 8 
 

Near term:  

34. Use electors’ email addresses and mobile numbers already held by the Commission to 
run trials of hybrid electronic and postal communications, including for the hybrid 
delivery of EasyVote for the 2026 general election. This capability will be developed 
and managed by an external supplier. This will provide data and evaluation to inform a 
business case for scaling up digital communications. 

35. With legislation change, the Commission can progressively shift to communicating with 
electors via digital channels using an external provider for large update campaigns 
whilst longer term system solutions are scoped.  

 
Medium term: 

36. Implement a technology solution to support direct enrolment updates and digital 
communication. This has potential to support increased use of online enrolment for 
new electors and to ensure integrity of enrolment information in ways which do not rely 
on posting mail to physical addresses. 

 

Modernising delivery business case development 

37. The Commission is seeking funding to develop a business case for modernising 
delivery to reduce costs that covers the following key areas: 

 Direct enrolment 
 Digital communications with electors 
 Modernisation of our election systems. 

38. In developing the business case we would phase the work over the next two electoral 
cycles. The initial activities will support the development of modernisation options in 
the business case. 

39. As mentioned in the table above (paragraph 19), the initial work would include testing 
electronic communication where legislation enables it (including hybrid approach for 
EasyVote cards), re-establishing and improving data matching arrangements, 
implementing recommendations from the Office of the Auditor-General’s report on the 
2023 general election and designing and implementing solutions to reduce the 
overseas vote pressures. This initial work would also include the design of an 
operating model that supports direct enrolment. 
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Modernisation and Integrity Improvements  
1. Successive general election reports and advice have reported on the need to: 

• Reduce complexity of settings 

• Modernise aging technology systems 

• Provide steady and stable funding streams to enable development and continuous 

improvement during the Commission’s most productive periods 

• Reduce the growing pressure of increasing special votes 

2. The IER report highlights the particular challenges of overly prescriptive legislation and the 

increasing complexity of the legislation due to piecemeal improvements. 

The Office of the Auditor General review 

3. In GE 2023, a series of challenges were experienced that have been well canvassed in the 

Auditor-General’s Independent review of Counting errors.1 This was also discussed at the Justice 

Select Committee on 23 May 2024. 

4. The report made seven main recommendations and made a number of observations: 

a. review all vote counting and quality assurance checks and controls to address gaps and 

vulnerabilities; 

b. review and update standard operations manuals and instructions, to improve the clarity of 

information about quality control activities and why they are important and to clarify 

accountability and responsibility for carrying them out; 

c. complete the end-to-end description of the election process and inter-dependencies of 

activities, and identify controls that support the election process; 

d. review the personnel requirements for elections, the process for recruiting and training 

election workers, and planning for contingencies (such as staff unavailability, system outages, 

and fatigue); 

e. review hardware requirements, to ensure that electorates have sufficient technology to 

complete tasks required of them; 

f. review the information technology systems that support the election process to ensure that 

they remain fit for purpose for both electorate and National Office functions; and 

g. enhance risk identification processes and continue to apply programme and project 

management disciplines (including managing risks) throughout the election period. 

5. Many of these responses are underway and are costed as part of the integrity improvements in 

our budget bid.   

PwC review 

6. Subsequent to the Auditor-General’s findings, the Commission requested that PwC examine the 

enrolment and post election processes in more detail and specifically to advise “What is the 

level of mitigated risk for the electoral enrolment and electoral results processes, and to what 

extent do their systems of controls provide confidence that the objectives of those processes 

will consistently be met?” 

 
1 
https://ndhadeliver.natlib.govt.nz/webarchive/20240119114109mp_/https://electoralreview.govt.nz/assets/P
DF/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf 

https://ndhadeliver.natlib.govt.nz/webarchive/20240119114109mp_/https:/electoralreview.govt.nz/assets/PDF/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
https://oag.parliament.nz/2024/election-2023/docs/general-election-2023.pdf
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fvimeo.com%2Fshowcase%2F10758261%2Fvideo%2F946006077&data=05%7C02%7CLucy.Hickman%40elections.govt.nz%7C10728aec72854d86d50b08dd1aed0ee3%7Ca8cd4425361b4346a448cce70d9faf29%7C0%7C0%7C638696327631218756%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C4000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=P320nS6zmKLlC340o0u4ImVGtZ1qqvJY8%2FHfNrfGky8%3D&reserved=0
https://ndhadeliver.natlib.govt.nz/webarchive/20240119114109mp_/https:/electoralreview.govt.nz/assets/PDF/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
https://ndhadeliver.natlib.govt.nz/webarchive/20240119114109mp_/https:/electoralreview.govt.nz/assets/PDF/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
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7. The report built on the OAG review and found that whilst the Commission has many processes 

and controls in place, there is still a significant risk that material errors may be made during the 

delivery of an election.   

8. PwC assessed the level of risk using the following key trends/assumptions: 

• Consistent level of resourcing with prior years. 

• Consistent processes and technology. 

• Similar patterns of behaviours as seen during the 2023 general election cycle (e.g. later 

enrolment, and increased volumes of special votes).   

• Increasing complexity in the legislative settings. 

• A relatively consistent spread of results, with between 2-6 electorates having a margin 

following voting of below 100 votes determining the win. 

• The estimated eligible voter population has increased and will continue to (the most likely 

scenario for the 2026 election is a 3.5-4% increase in population since the 2023 election).  

9. Immediate improvement areas: The review recommended areas to strengthen risk management 

maturity, and operational controls.  A programme of work to address these is costed in the 

improvement areas of our budget bid.  It should be noted that our management response to the 

review is awaiting funding decisions as this determines the scope of the improvements that can 

be implemented. 

 

10. Strategic interventions: The review also noted that if the Commission is to address the level of 

risk in these electoral system areas, without changes to the legislative, delivery and information 

technology settings, significant change and investment will be required to deliver the future 

state. 

 

a. The future state should be: 

✔ Streamlined, to reduce multiple transactions and remove complexity, volume and 

known blockers from the process. This may include legislative change to simplify and 

remove risk, or a different operating model within the Commission to deliver 

enrolment and election processes  

✔ Technology assisted and automated where appropriate, noting there is likely to be a 

requirement for a manual count for the foreseeable future. Consider how scanning, 

optical character recognition (OCR) and artificial intelligence (AI) can identify errors 

✔ Flexible and future proofed, to set the Commission up to successfully deliver with 

high-integrity, efficient and responsive tools. 

11. A strategic level change is required because the existing administrative processes and technology 

need significant change, that cannot be safely delivered within the limited time available before 

the next election. 

 

12. To achieve this change, PwC recommended that the Commission need to enable step change, 

that: 

a. Fundamentally changes the volume and flow of enrolment activity across the electoral 

cycle, so the roll is more consistently accurate and complete, and less change is required 

during an election period 
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• The single biggest driver of risk in electoral administration appears to be the 

completeness and accuracy of the electoral rolls in relation to the total eligible 

population. This drives complexity and has potential to cause (sometimes significant) 

timeliness challenges downstream in the electoral processes.  

• Voter behaviour has shifted materially, compared to when the enrolment process was 

legislated.  

• The Commission should: 

‒ Take steps to enable rolls to remain up to date throughout the electoral cycle 

‒ As far as is possible and feasible, take action to identify and reach unenrolled 

people, and electors whose information is not up to date 

‒ Make it easy and transactionally simple for eligible voters to keep electoral roll 

information up to date; and ensure the systems used to hold and support enrolment 

data enable these actions. 

 

b. Fundamentally changes how the Commission uses technology to prevent errors from 

occurring and to better detect whether errors have occurred by moving away from manual 

processes and controls  

• The Commission’s processes are predominantly manual, and manual processes come 

with an inherent expectation of error.  The additional controls that can be introduced to 

address areas like data entry and transposition errors will likely require investment, 

robust trials, and prototyping, but will ultimately increase the integrity of the 

Commission’s processes. Additionally, the technology systems the Commission relies on 

were built to address different base requirements. 

• The Commission will have to avoid overinvesting in existing systems that are inflexible 

and reflect the prescriptive legislation. A greater return in performance will need 

legislative and service delivery reforms. This may leave some risks not fully mitigated in 

the short term.  

How our improvements and modernisation components of our budget bid 

align 

13. The set of improvement recommendations in the Commission’s budget bid draw from the 

combined conclusions above and detailed analysis by the Commission of the opportunities to 

redesign or improve its processes. 

14. In addition to directly addressing the recommendations of the OAG, improvement and integrity 

options have been designed to: 

• Reduce (or smooth) the volume of transactions at critical periods 

• Manage volume: streamline or reduce time to complete key tasks 

• Reduce complexity and effort 

• Improve integrity of our processes, controls and our system. 

15. The recommended combination of options is designed to enable, as much as possible, the 

improvements needed to address integrity issues and the contributing sources of pressure on 

the election system, particularly with a focus on 2026.  

16. The modernisation options address the combination of systemic drivers and strategic level 

changes identified by PwC and previous reviews. See Annex one.  

17. A breakdown of integrity improvements is attached as Annex two.
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Annex One: Systemic drivers and strategic level changes 
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Annex two: Integrity Improvements 
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