Dear Councillor ,

I am e-mailing you with regards to the right to Vote at 16, of which I am campaigning for in my role on the UK Youth Parliament, and for which I hope you will be able to pass a motion in support of.

I believe that the need to improve turnout at local and General Elections can only be achieved by ensuring that young people are listened to.

Whilst recent Electoral Commission polls found, unsurprisingly, that the majority of adults did not support an extension of the franchise, it is important to remember that in 1969, public opinion polls showed that a majority did not support reducing the voting age to 18 years,and research suggests that a majority of men did not support extending the franchise to women before it happened. Although public opinion did not support previous changes to the franchise, few would now say that Parliament was wrong to press ahead with reform.

The Commission states that the "minimum age for electoral participation should ultimately be determined on principles wider than potential impact on election turnout". We agree. Women are less likely to vote than men are; poor people less than the more affluent; and people from minority ethnic communities are less likely to vote than white people. No one would suggest curtailing the voting rights of these groups.

As you will be aware, the problem of voter disengagement is a problem across all age groups, with turnout falling significantly in recent years. In order to address this problem, both the Electoral Commission and the Government have implemented several welcome initiatives. These will help address the problems of low voter turnout among young adults, as well as older voters. However, any reduction in the voting age must be accompanied by a continuous package of reform to ensure that barriers to electoral participation, particular to young people, are addressed.

I believe that lowering the voting age could play a huge role in helping young people feel more connected with political processes. It is well documented that people aged between 18 and 25 years are the least like to vote in general elections. Research shows that it is not apathy that keeps these young adults away from the polling stations, but feelings of disconnectedness from politics, and a perception that MPs are not concerned with the issues that are important to them.

I also believe that voting at 16 is the next logical step from citizenship education. Young people have persistently reported that citizenship education in schools could provide them with the information and knowledge they need to engage more in political processes, at a local and national level.

Although I recognise that citizenship education is still in its infancy, I do not believe, as the Commission concludes, that this is a reason for not reducing the voting age at this time. Citizenship education is only part of a package needed to help young people overcome barriers to political engagement. However, citizenship education, if properly resourced, remains a fantastic opportunity to increase young peoples' knowledge of human rights, democracy and political processes prior to voting at 16. If the voting age is not reduced, young people will have to wait for up to seven years before they can put their knowledge into practical use. This seems illogical.

In its report, the Commission says that it would "like to explore in more detail the idea of different minimum ages for difference elections." Votes at 16 believes that it is paramount that there are the same minimum age levels for all elections in the UK. Setting, for example, a lower minimum age for local elections than for national elections could signal that local government elections were not as important as national elections. This could lead to a decrease in interest in local elections by all sectors of society and would simultaneously reiterate the false belief that 16 and 17 year-olds are not capable of voting sensibly in national elections. Responding to this suggestion the Local Government Information Unit called it an "ill-thought out notion" that implied that "some elected positions are more valued than others."

There has been speculation in the media that lowering the voting age should lead to other changes, for example, 16 and 17 year-olds in trouble with the law being treated within the adult criminal justice system. We strongly oppose a ‘common age of majority’ at 16. Sixteen and 17 year-olds have important protective rights enshrined in both domestic and international law, concerning for example protection from abuse and exploitation, and the existence of a separate juvenile justice system. These rights must remain. There is protective legislation for other groups in society, concerning for example, sex, race and disability equality and in minimum wage legislation.The UK led the way with the Representation of the People Act 1969 which lowered the voting age to 18 years of age. France, Italy and the USA quickly introduced similar legislation. It is likely that the same would happen when the UK reduces the voting age to 16 years. Lowering the voting age would make the UK stand out as a nation that has faith in and respect for its younger citizens.

By passing a motion in support of lowering the voting age to 16 and lobbying our local MP and Government ministers, (YOUR COUNCILS NAME HERE) can play its part in the biggest electoral change in over 30 years since the voting age was reduced to 18.

Regards,

_________
