
 

Deputy Returning Officer Report: YUSU Elections 2019 

 

1. Elected Candidates 

Full-time Officers 

President Samara Jones 

Academic Officer Giang Nguyen 

Student Activities Officer Ollie Martin 

Community and Wellbeing Officer Steph (Effy) Hayle 

York Sport President Maddi Cannell 

 

Part-time Officers 

BAME Officers TBC in a by-election 

Disabled Students’ Officer(s) TBC in a by-election 

Environment and Ethics Officer Merry Dickinson and Mark Matthews 

Mature Students’ Officer Ioana Dumitrescu 

LGBTQ Officer Gem and Matt 

Women’s Officer Ally Smith and Daisy Slate 

RAG Officer Annie Bocock and Sam Meadows 

Volunteering Officer Emily Johnsen 

International Students’ Officer Jessica Rendini and Sorhna Perro 

Working Class and Social Mobility Officer TBC in a by-election 
 

Non-Officers 
Policy Coordinator Kelly Balmer 

Student Trustees Josh Mackenzie & Isaac Barnett 

Faculty Reps Felicity Maiden (Sciences), Social Sciences and 
Arts & Humanities TBC 

 

By-Elections 

We will be reopening nominations on Monday 4 March (12pm) and running by-elections 

from Monday 11 March to Friday 15 March for the following positions: 

● BAME Students’ Officer 

● Disabled Students’ Officer 

● Working Class and Social Mobility Officer 

● Faculty Rep (Social Science) 

● Faculty Rep (Arts and Humanities) 

Re-Open Nominations (RON) 

Once again this year we had a Presidential candidate run on a platform of encouraging 

students to vote RON. This year’s RON candidate talked about a “reformed student 

union”, a “sharp divide between an apathetic majority and YUSU” and RON as the “only 

vessel by which the silent majority of students can seek real change”. This year, RON 

was not seen as a viable option by a significant majority of the student body. Six of the 



 

Presidential candidates received more votes in the first round, with RON eliminated 

after the fourth round of counting.    

However, some of the issues raised by the RON campaign - alongside other candidates 

and student leaders - reflected the narrative on social media platforms during the 

elections. We recognise there are recurring themes, albeit reproduced by an engaged 

vocal minority:   

● YUSU’s representativeness 

● The political culture of YUSU - with arguments for YUSU being more political 

and others calling for YUSU to be more neutral 

● Transparency - in relation to Officers, democratic structures and decision-

making. Interestingly, a small number of students seemed fixated on the fact 

that YUSU has “unelected” staff members.  Whilst staff are of course 

accountable through established and formal line management and HR 

procedures, the debate has centred on a “lack of accountability” to the student 

body. 

● Purpose of SUs in current context 

Unions rely on high levels of trust from members to maximise positive participation, 

engender a commitment to collectivism and deliver impact effectively. We recognise 

the need to build wider trust within the student body, so we’re embarking on a 

programme of work.  Whilst this has been integrated into work plans for some time, it 

will form part of YUSU’s response to these themes.  This will include a review of our 

democratic structures to explore how we can strengthen connections between students 

and YUSU’s political decision-making and priority setting activities and a programme 

of investment in communications capacity and capability.  In recent months, trustees 

have approved procurement of a new digital platform that will improve YUSU’s ability 

to organise, support and communicate with students efficiently, and the appointment 

of a new Communications Manager to help maximise the potential of digital 

communications.   

 

2. Statistics 

Voting and Nominations 

● 6,140 voters (highest ever for a YUSU election) 

● 37,998 ballots cast 

● 31% turnout 

● 396 international students (non EU/EEA) voted 

● 57 EU students voted 

● 5,688 home students votes 

● 43 candidates ran for election 

● Candidates ran for 15 positions (5 positions are going to by-elections)    

Check out the full breakdown of voting stats 

Check out the full breakdown of the results for each position 

  

https://elections.yusu.org/statistics
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1hk2p9nBGl1eB_7HrQOZyG1J_qpAQiBCB?usp=sharing


 

3. Complaints 

On the whole, the tone of the elections has been positive. Candidates have treated 

each other with respect, raised issues in good faith, and taken action promptly where 

necessary. Whilst I received no official ‘campaign complaint forms’ throughout the 

campaign period, I dealt with a number of issues that were recorded as either 

complaints or enquiries: 

● 8 complaints   

● 9 enquiries      

Complaints 

During online campaigning week I received three separate, but related, complaints 

about a candidate’s previous behaviour off campus. Whilst I recognised the students’ 

concerns, I informed them that their complaints were not within the scope of the YUSU 

elections or the YUSU Code of Conduct. I pointed the students towards the University’s 

Student Conduct procedures and appropriate reporting.  

I also received two separate complaints about one issue relating to a candidate’s use 

of inappropriate language on their campaign page. The candidate removed the post in 

question. 

One candidate complained about the debate night, alleging that the Chair was severely 

bias against them. I concluded the chairing was not biased as other candidates were 

also probed and asked to explain, clarify and justify their ideas.  

Other complaints were minor infringements relating to endorsements, perceived 

negative campaigning and using platforms that were not available to other candidates. 

Candidates were asked to make retractions where possible and were reminded of the 

rules regarding endorsements and only using platforms accessible to everyone. On the 

whole, candidates acted quickly to correct infringements made by them or students 

campaigning on their behalf.   

The most complex complaint did not relate directly to a candidate’s conduct, but rather 

the impact of an article published in ‘The Yorker’ and a subsequent public statement 

made by a YUSU Society. The Yorker article and Society statement referred to 

comments made by a candidate in 2012 and 2014, which were described as 

“inflammatory”. Pertinently, the candidate in question had previously apologised for 

these comments, which were circulated last term within certain student circles. They 

apologised again and made clear the comments no longer “represented” their views. 

Subsequent to the publication of The Yorker article, a YUSU Society publicly 

condemned the candidate’s comments and asked students to consider whether such 

an individual would be “fit for office”. Two students then asked if the YUSU Society had 

engaged in negative campaigning, with one suggesting that a group of individuals were 

trying to purposely ruin the reputation of the candidate.  The situation was reviewed in 

conjunction with the external returning officer. No action was taken given the Society 

had not specifically advised students how to vote and the comment was based on ‘true 

statements’ that were already in the public domain.  

Although there was no material impact on the outcome of the Presidential election, I 

believe the timing, tone and execution of this were troubling. Firstly, The Yorker did not 



 

give the candidate an appropriate ‘right of reply’ before publishing, which brings into 

question the journalistic integrity of article. Secondly, the said candidate was extremely 

upset by the perceived character assassination during the election period, which 

impacted their capacity to campaign. 

Finally, a retrospective complaint, outside the election period was received and 

dismissed.  Whilst it had no material impact on the election (and was not sufficiently 

evidenced) there was no reason why it could not have been submitted during the 

period. 

Enquiries 

Candidates were extremely proactive in seeking clarifications on the rules and bringing 

to my attention potential breaches. Two candidates actually reported themselves when 

student groups endorsed them without their knowledge. They swiftly asked the student 

groups to promote the other candidates, which was greatly appreciated by their 

competitors. There seemed to be some confusion around the difference between 

endorsements by individual students and endorsements by students (and student 

groups) acting in their representative capacity - e.g. as Society Chairs or College 

Committee members. We also had enquiries relating to candidates endorsing each 

other and ‘slating’. We will consider these issues when evaluating the elections.   

At the start of campaigning period we received a couple of enquiries about candidates 

attending Society events and not inviting other candidates. I clarified with candidates 

that they could attend Society events and that everyone has the opportunity to 

proactively seek platforms within student communities. Although not specified in the 

rules, I told candidates it was within the spirit - but of course not compulsory - to notify 

their competitors so they had the opportunity to attend.  

One candidate chose to publish content promoting their campaign messages on a third 

party site. Whilst anyone was able to access the forum, as the actual publisher of the 

content, this action seemed to deliberately undermine the spirit of the rules with a 

demonstrable lack of integrity towards other candidates. This will be something for 

further consideration in evaluation.  

           

4. Recommendations 

● Discussing the rules around endorsements with the PRG, Officers and candidates. 

There seemed to be a lack of clarity among some of the candidates on what was and 

was not permitted.  Further, whilst the rules should not be overly prescriptive, the 

election period as a whole revealed a number of gaps in the rules. For example, PRG 

reviewed the rules and chose to retain existing copy around nominations to state that: 

‘Students must only nominate themselves for one Union Officer position as they will 

not be able to stand in multiple elections’.  One student’s decision to stand for both 

Policy Coordinator and Trustee then resulted in Trustees having to convene 

electronically to take a decision outside an ordinary board meeting to clarify that, in 

order to avoid a governance conflict of interest a single student could not stand 

simultaneously for the roles of Policy Coordinator and Student Trustee.  Use of third 

party social media sites has also highlighted gaps in the rules that could potentially 



 

undermine the integrity of elections. This will need to be considered further by PRG 

and the new Policy Coordinator, in conjunction with staff as part of further elections 

evaluation. 

 

● We will continue to set a positive tone for elections by taking a deliberative and light-

touch approach to sanctioning, whereby the expectations of candidates are managed 

effectively. 

 

● A key priority for the 2019 elections was building trust with, supporting and developing 

candidates. Compared to previous years, this area was greatly improved, with a mix of 

online resources, tailored workshops and daily briefings for candidates. This can be 

further developed going forward to enhance students’ experiences of standing. 

 

● In relation to the aforementioned Yorker article, it was troubling to see an election 

candidate suffer disproportionately at the hands of students intent on publicly 

persecuting them for comments made well before they were a student or an elected 

officer. Comments made by the candidate in 2012-2014 were unacceptable, but it is 

concerning to see members of our University community going back years to dig up 

dirt on fellow students and zealously using this information to undermine their 

participation in representation activities. This incident speaks to wider trends of social 

media harassment and bullying, which we will discuss with the University and factor 

into a review of our codes of conduct to ensure they are fit for purpose. 

 

● Unfortunately three Liberation Networks, BAME, Disability and Working Class, did not 

field candidates in the main elections. A number of students were nominated or came 

forward for the Working Class position but pulled out before the elections started. 

Personal reasons and Network engagement will always play a part, but students from 

these Networks have spoken about negative perceptions of the culture of elections 

and preferring to run in by-elections. For the Working Class Network in particular, 

potential candidates alluded to the spotlight placed on the current Officers and fears 

of being subject to unreasonable scrutiny. Confidence was also mentioned as a 

key factor. Building on events such as ‘Liberation in Leadership’ (before the election) 

and ‘Liberation on Campus’ (during the election period), we will work with the Networks 

to plan for elections and support them to equip members with the confidence and tools 

to stand. The greater diversity of the new Full-time Officer is to be celebrated, as is the 

number (6) PTOs who stood for FTO positions. However, we recognise that increasing 

the participation of minority groups in YUSU democracy (and all other activities) must 

be an ongoing priority. We will work with Networks, PTOs and the wider organisation 

to build on the progress made.        

 

Nick Glover 

Student Voice and Insight Manager 

 

 


