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Minutes of the meeting, held on 21st November, Thatcher Room, Portcullis 

House 

 

Votes at 16 

 

Guest Speakers:  

 

 Lisa Nandy MP, Shadow Children and Families Minister 

 Stephen Williams MP, Liberal Democrat MP 

 Lord Lucas, Conservative Peer 

 Lord Tyler, Liberal Democrat Peer 

 Andrew Deans, Scottish Youth Parliament  

 

The meeting was chaired by Julie Hilling MP (Lab, Bolton West) 

 

1. Briefing 

 

Prior to the meeting, a briefing was distributed to the young people and youth 

workers due to attend to highlight key issues surrounding the topic of votes at 16, 

and to encourage preparation ahead of the session.  

 

2. Introduction and welcome  

 

Chair of the Group, Julie Hilling, spoke briefly to the group to highlight the value of 

young people coming into Parliament to share their experiences and to talk to 

politicians. She emphasised the need for young people to be in contact with their 

elected representatives in order to build a dialogue and to share priorities and issues 

of concern. 

 

She also highlighted her background as a youth worker and her commitment to 

working with young people. 

 

3. Panel session 

 

The speakers on the panel spoke briefly to introduce themselves and give a short 

introduction to their interest in the issue: 

 

Lisa Nandy MP, Shadow Children and Families Minister: Lisa Nandy (LN) 

explained that she is a Labour MP for Wigan, and also a Shadow Minister for Children 

and Families. She explained that she strongly believed in votes at 16.  

 

LN argued that the extension of the franchise has traditionally been a success, and 

argued that the extension of the franchise was positive as it sought to include people 



within the democracy rather than to exclude them. She questioned the arguments 

against the extension of the franchise, arguing that the view that young people at 16 

were still children was undermined by the fact that young people have already taken 

on significant responsibilities at this age, including criminal accountability and sexual 

consent. She outlined a ‘sliding scale of accountability’, suggesting that rights should 

increase as responsibilities do. 

 

LN noted that the last key parliamentary vote on the issue took place in 2005. She 

highlighted research that had been circulated at the time, which argued that the 

brain did not fully develop until a person reaches their early twenties. Opposing this 

argument, she highlighted that there is no academic requirements for adults to be 

able to vote.  

 

She argued that there was a need for more effective education and citizenship 

classes to encourage young people to become more engaged with politics, and to try 

and develop a lifelong habit of voting and democratic engagement. 

 

LN also highlighted the arguments surrounding fairness, arguing that the 

Government’s policies for austerity had a significant impact on young people, and 

suggesting that they may receive more consideration if they had the vote.  

 

Stephen Williams MP (LD, Bristol West): Stephen Williams (SW) highlighted his 

interest in the issue and his attempts to introduce a Ten-Minute Rule Bill on the 

issue. He noted that in the last Parliament, the vote on the issue in 2005 had been 

defeated by just 8 votes. He explained that, since then, votes at 16 had become 

party policy for both the Liberal Democrat and Labour parties, and also for the 

minority Nationalist parties. He explained that votes at 16 had not been included in 

the Coalition Agreement due to Conservative opposition, and noted that there were 

no current Government proposals on the issue.  

 

He explained that, owing to this, the issue could only be brought into Parliament via 

a Ten-Minute rule Bill or via the Backbench Business Committee. He explained that 

he had made representations to the Backbench Business Committee seeking a 

debate on the issue, given the Scottish situation. He argued that a debate on the 

issue should take place before the next general election, and that he hoped a 

Backbench Business Committee debate could take place in early 2013. He also 

highlighted that, whilst it is Labour and Liberal Democrat party policy, there were 

individuals within both parties who opposed the issue, and that likewise in the 

Conservative party there were individuals who were pro-votes at 16. 

 

Andrew Deans, Scottish Youth Parliament: Andrew Deans (AD) explained that 

his belief in votes at 16 was focussed on the argument about the key responsibilities 

that young people take up at 16. He highlighted employment, marriage, family, 

taxes and National Insurance, amongst other responsibilities. He argued that the 

right to vote should be consistant with the age at which you start to actively 

contribute to society, emphasising that many young people are keen to make a 

difference in society. 

 

Lord Lucas, Conservative Peer: Lord Lucas (LL) explained that he is pro-votes at 

16, and that he believed that it was an achievable aim. He stated that the 

Conservative opposition to the issue was based on the argument that 18 to 24 year 

olds do not vote, and also concerns that 16 year olds do not have independent views 

and would be easily swayed by their parents and other influences. 



 

He called for young people interested in politics to join their local party and to tell 

their local MP that they have joined, thus generating awareness of young people’s 

engagement in politics. He argued that the changes at 16, such as leaving school, 

were consistent with ‘coming of age’. He argued that education prior to the age of 16 

should increase electoral awareness. He noted the impact of the inconsistency 

created by the Scottish situation, and stated that he hoped the situation could be 

replicated elsewhere. 

 

Lord Tyler, Liberal Democrat Peer: Lord Tyler (LT) explained that he had tabled a 

Bill in the House of Lords, with support from Lord Adonis and Baroness Young, in 

favour of votes at 16. He noted that the issue was topical owing to the situation in 

Scotland, and argued that it would be inconsistent if young people can vote in the 

Scottish Referendum but not in the 2015 general election. He argued that there was 

a need for consistency across the border. 

 

He argued that young people were increasingly more mature and better informed at 

an earlier age. He noted that political parties are not effective at representing the 

views of young people, but emphasised that there is a need for politicians to focus on 

all issues, including those which are not politically convenient.  

 

5. Discussion and feedback from young people    

 

Julie Hilling thanked the speakers for their comments and encouraged young people to 

ask questions and highlight their own experiences in relation to the issue. She also 

highlighted that Sharon Hodgson MP and Michael Connarty MP were in attendance 

and encouraged them to contribute to the discussion. 

 

Angus, Intergenerational Foundation, asked about why an extension of the franchise 

should be limited to votes at 16 16, arguing that people should be able to vote when 

they feel they are mature enough and suggesting that there are arguments for 

restricting votes held by those over 65.  

 

Chris, UNISON, highlighted the Labour and Liberal Democrat manifesto commitments 

for votes at 16, and the increased focus on the issue in devolved institutions. He 

noted GLA and PCC elections and asked if the vote could be extended to 16 years 

olds on these issues. He asked the panel about the expected impact of individual 

voter registration. 

 

Jasmin, Girl Guiding UK, noted the low turnout in the existing electorate, and argued 

that if young people are engaged they should be able to vote. She highlighted the 

role of education, arguing that there is not enough education on politics. 

 

Sarah, vInspired, argued that there was a need to ensure that everyone is engaged 

and aware of the issues. She stated that there was not enough education to ensure 

good awareness and that citizenship lessons are not seen as being valuable by young 

people. 

 

Responding, LT noted the role of registration and importance of encouraging people 

to register to vote to ensure that they are engaged. He highlighted the impact of 18 

to 20 year olds moving home a lot, and noted the difficulty in ensuring registration.  

 



Yasmin, Student Voice, stated that a lot of young people have no awareness 

whatsoever of politics, and argued that citizenship should have a greater role in young 

people’s education.  

 

Steve, vInspired, noted that a lot of older people lack an interest in political 

engagement and awareness, and noted that the same ideas about requirements were 

not placed on those aged over 18.  

 

Jack, Dorset Youth Association, argued that young people lack general rights and noted 

concerns about the disregarding of young people’s views, highlighting the tuition fees 

vote.  

 

Responding, AD noted concerns about a low turnout from young people. He questioned 

the expectation that young people must have a required level of knowledge when this 

was not expected of adults. He argued that while young people have responsibilities 

they should have the right to vote. He highlighted that, personally, he will not be able 

to vote until he is 22, due to the frequency of elections. He emphasised the role of 

citizenship education and political education in young people’s engagement. 

 

LL argued that in politics opposition is often based on fears of what could happen 

rather than on specific evidence, and that it is often much easier to make a change and 

then see what happens. He said that he welcomed the idea of young people in 

Parliament, but highlighted that in the House of Lords there was a focus on knowledge 

and experience.  

 

Paul, Staffordshire Youth Parliament, highlighted concern about the low turnout at the 

PCC elections and argued that if votes at 16 is implemented, it would need to be 

heavily promoted to ensure good take up. He highlighted the right to vote for young 

people in Germany and argued that it is a basic human right to be allowed to vote, 

arguing that the exclusion of young people is a form of age discrimination.   

 

Greg, nflame, questioned what the impact would be on polling stations of an extension 

of the franchise, highlighted concern that polling stations could be unable to cope with 

increase demand. 

 

Angus, Intergenerational Foundation, called for the introduction of electronic voting. 

 

Sharon Hodgson MP (SH) highlighted difficulties in preventing electoral fraud in 

electronic voting, but commented on the effectiveness of the American system of early 

voting. She also suggested consideration of incentives to vote, such as a small 

percentage decrease in the council tax bill for those who vote, to increase uptake. 

 

LL welcomed the idea of creating a system of incentives to vote, but emphasised that 

this should be positive enforcement rather than penalties for those who do not vote. He 

noted fraud in postal voting and emphasised concern about the potential for increased 

fraud in an electronic form of voting.  

 

A young person questioned whether the introduction of votes at 16 would lead to an 

increased focus on young people. 

 

Responding, AD emphasised that votes at 16 could make politicians more engaged with 

young people, highlighting the importance of the responsibilities that young people 

have.  



 

SH highlighted a quote from Leader of the Labour Party, Ed Miliband about the impact 

of cuts on young people, making the comparison between the protection of benefits for 

those older people with the ‘grey vote’ and the attacks on EMA and tuition fees 

affecting those young people without the vote.  

 

LL supported this argument, suggesting that if you have the vote people pay attention 

to you.  

 

Responding to questions on why the voting age should be limited to the age of 16, SH 

argued that there always has to be a cut off for administration purposes. She 

highlighted that a lot of rights come into place at the age of 16. 

 

Michael Connarty MP (MC) highlighted his work on Youth Policy with the Council of 

Europe. He noted the need for a corresponding relationship between rights and 

responsibility, noting that when you pay taxes and contribute to society, rights should 

come with this responsibility. However, he also argued that you do not need to have 

the right to vote in order to be politically engaged, noting that you can join political 

parties and participate in this way. 

 

AD argued that it was difficult to find reasons why the right to vote was given at the 

age of 18, highlighting the responsibilities you take on at the age of 16. 

 

SH noted that there were no obvious reasons why the extension of the right to vote 

should have a notable financial strain on the Government.  

 

LL encouraged the young people to join their local political parities and to get involved 

in local politics.  

 

Lisa, Girl Guiding UK, questioned how citizenship education could be made more 

effective. 

 

MC explained that the Scottish education system has more opportunities for political 

engagement, including the teaching of an A-Level in political systems. He highlighted 

the argument that some young people become disengaged in the education system, 

and if you are taught something you are disinclined to learn it. 

 

LL noted that citizenship education is often poorly taught and not valued by 

universities. He emphasised the need for universities to see the value of citizenship and 

for General Studies to be recognised as a qualification in order for schools to invest 

resources in it. 

 

Carly, Off-Centre, noted that many young people are dissatisfied with local issues  but 

struggle to know how to become properly engaged in politics. She argued that there 

was a need for better education, and noted that not all adults make arguments based 

on solid reasoning. 

 

A young person raised the argument that political apathy from some young people is 

not a valid reason to exclude those young people who are engaged, noting that not all 

adults vote.   

 



A young person raised the argument that at 16 or 17 years old, you have not 

experienced life outside of the home, and therefore should not be able to vote. She also 

argued that citizenship education should be made compulsory.  

 

MC argued that given the current housing crisis, a lot of young people are not able to 

move out of home until the age of 30, but that this should not exclude them from 

voting. He commented that within the Council of Europe there was debate about the 

definition of youth, and it is considered that 16 to 30 are youth. 

 

SH argued that there was a need to make political education a part of the National 

Curriculum, but highlighted concern that the national curriculum is not currently 

followed in all schools. She emphasised the need to make sure that MPs are engaging 

with their schools and local educations systems  

 

MC highlighted that in the Scottish system, Modern Studies is compulsory until Key 

Stage 3, suggesting that this related to the effectiveness of the Scottish Youth 

Parliament. 

 

LT highlighted that there were differences in the age of legal liability in Scotland and 

England, at 16 and 18 respectively. He argued that once you are asked to obey the 

laws of the land, you should have a say. 

 

LL argued that there should be a balance with voter registration enforced in schools at 

the age of 16, as part of the rite of passage. He suggested that citizenship education 

should be written into the Ofsted inspection process, and whilst there should be 

flexibility in delivery, schools should be marked down if they do not deliver it.  

 

LT argued that the media have a responsibility to make politics more accessible to all, 

noting that there was a reporting bias and that journalists do a bad job of reporting 

from Parliament.  

 

Julie Hilling argued that there was an opportunity for schools to teach about politics 

and democratic engagement in a meaningful way. She noted that should there be a 

vote on reducing the vote to include those aged 16, most would be in favour. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Julie Hilling thanked the speakers and attendees for coming to the meeting and 

participating in the discussion. She encouraged young people to contact their MPs to 

tell them about the meeting and continue to take an interest in the issue. 

 

David Clark, BYC, highlighted the BYC’s campaign in favour of votes at 16, and 

encouraged those young people who were in favour to get involved in the campaign.  
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