
Consultation on
proposed changes to the
Local Elections system from 
thirds to all-out elections  

1. We would welcome your views by Friday 4 September 2015 on whether to move from 
the present system of electing the District Council by thirds to proposals for all-out 
elections so that all SCDC councillors would be elected together at the same time, 
once every four years.

Why are we consulting on this proposal?

2. The District Council comprises 57 councillors, representing 34 Wards across South 
Cambridgeshire. A councillor’s normal term of office is four years, unless elected in an 
unscheduled by-election. The Local Government Boundary Commission for England 
(LGBCE) will soon be starting a review of South Cambridgeshire District Council’s 
electoral arrangements. 

3. The Commission has identified electoral inequality across the district. This means that 
members in some wards represent many more electors than members in others. The 
review will look to iron out these inequalities, whilst keeping community identity. 

4. One of the first steps in the review is to agree the right Council size; that is, the total 
number of councillors needed to represent our district effectively. Whilst some wards 
have one councillor, others are represented by two or three. If we stick to electing by 
thirds, the Commission will look to introduce three-councillor Wards across the district. 
If we move to ‘all-out’ elections, the pattern is likely to see more single-councillor 
Wards.

5. Councillors have considered a move to all-out elections before, most recently in 2010 
when we decided to stick with thirds. The relevance of this issue to the upcoming 
boundary review means it’s timely now to reconsider the issue. 

The present system – ‘Electing by Thirds’

6. Currently, elections for one third of the Council’s seats are held three years out of every 
four (in May). This means that all seats are elected once during that period. Wards with 
a single district councillor have an election once every four years. Residents in wards 
with more than one seat on the District Council get to choose a representative two or 
three times during the four-year cycle. In every ward, elections to parish councils are 
held at the same time as an election to the District Council.



Moving to ‘All Out’ elections

7. Councillors will take into account the results of this consultation before voting on 
whether to change at a special Council meeting in October 2015. The law requires two 
thirds of councillors to vote in favour of moving to all-out elections. If this proposal is 
agreed, it’s likely that the first all-out election would take place in 2018; waiting until 
2018 avoids clashing with all-out elections to Cambridgeshire County Council in 2017, 
and will provide time to complete the boundary review. This would mean that any 
councillors elected in 2016 (when a third of our seats will be elected to, in line with the 
current cycle), would serve shortened, two-year terms of office rather than the usual 
four. Assuming “all-out” elections begin in 2018, they would subsequently take place in 
2022, 2026 and so on.

Pros and Cons

8. The Council’s Civic Affairs Committee agreed to carry out this public consultation on 9 
July 2015 (the minutes of the meeting can be found on our website at 
www.scambs.gov.uk). In reaching this decision, the Committee had some initial 
discussions about the merits of each case. Here are some of the key points.

The case for the present system
‘Electing by Thirds’

The case for the proposed change
‘All-Out’ elections

 Resulting Three-Member Ward 
arrangement guarantees all residents 
consistent voting rights, three years out of 
four.

 More regular opportunities to hold elected 
councillors to account for key policy 
decisions

 It can help voters to focus on local issues, 
which might otherwise be drowned out by 
national issues and campaigning by 
political parties.

 It can allow more gradual change at the 
Council, rather than the possibility of big 
political change every four years. New 
councillors can learn from more 
experienced ones.

 “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

 Avoids an absolute requirement for three-
Councillor Wards, which may not be an 
appropriate model to impose upon a large 
rural district.

 Voters can make more informed 
judgements on four-year manifesto and 
individual candidate commitments, thus 
providing a clearer mandate to help the 
Council adopt a more strategic, long-term 
approach to policy and decision-making.

 Clearer opportunity for the electorate to 
change the political composition of the 
council once every four years.

 Holding whole-Council elections once 
every four years, rather than smaller 
elections every three years out of four, 
would cost less and be less disruptive for 
public buildings used as polling stations, 
especially schools.

 The results from all-out elections are 
simpler and more easily understood by 
the electorate, which may increase 

http://www.scambs.gov.uk/


turnout and avoid the confusion and 
‘election fatigue’ which can arise from the 
current system of thirds.

 

Have your say

Please let us know your views about the proposals by Friday 4 September 2015 by 
completing the on-line survey form / Tweeting #scdcthirds or #scdcallout / paper copy. As 
well as indicating which option you or your organisation prefers, please briefly explain the 
reasons for this. (If you would not be prepared for your views to be reported to a future 
Council meeting, please let us know.) 


