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Confirmed on 8 February 2007
Minutes of the meeting of the Electoral Commission held on Thursday 25 January 2007, in Carmarthen
Present:

Sam Younger (SY) (Chair)




Pamela Gordon (PG)




Glyn Mathias (GM)




Sir Neil McIntosh (NM)




Karamjit Singh (KS)

In attendance:
Andrew Scallan (AS)



Stephen Rooney (SR)




Kay Jenkins (KJ)
PG took no part in the making the decision in relation to item 3.

1. 
Minutes of the meeting of 14 December 2006 

1.1
It was agreed that the minutes of the meeting held on 14 December 2006 would be taken at the next meeting on 8 February 2007. 

2. 
Minutes of the meeting of 11 January 2006 
2.1
It was agreed that the minutes of the meeting held on 11 January 2007 would be taken at the next meeting on 8 February 2007.
2.2
It was noted that a research paper on ballot paper design, commissioned from Professors Rallings and Thrasher and discussed at the meeting, would be published by the Commission. The Commission’s publication would not, however, contain additional research from a related appendix, undertaken by the academics on a freelance basis.

3.
Further electoral review: district of East Northamptonshire 
(EC32/07)
3.1
The Commissioners considered the report which outlined a boundary issue which had been raised by East Northamptonshire District Council after the Commission had made its decision on that review.

3.2
The Commissioners agreed to implement its decision of 14 December 2006 on the basis of the Boundary Committee’s final recommendations.

4. 
Electoral change orders

4.1
The Commissioners considered the reports in respect of the electoral change Orders for:

· District of Castle Morpeth (EC08/07)

· District of Dacorum (EC09/07)

· District of East Northamptonshire (EC10/07)

· District of Mendip (EC11/07)

· District of Newark & Sherwood (EC12/07)

· District of North Wiltshire (EC13/07)

· District of South Gloucestershire (EC14/07)

· District of South Holland (EC15/07)

· District of Taunton Deane (EC29/07)

· District of Wansbeck (EC16/07)

4.2
The Commissioners approved the electoral change Orders 


for:

· District of Castle Morpeth

· District of Dacorum

· District of East Northamptonshire

· District of Mendip

· District of Newark & Sherwood

· District of North Wiltshire

· District of South Gloucestershire

· District of South Holland

· District of Taunton Deane

· District of Wansbeck

and authorised the affixation of the Commission’s corporate seal to the Orders.

5. Electoral change amendment Order: District of South Northamptonshire (EC17/07)
5.1
The Commissioners considered the report which outlined the reasons for an electoral change amendment Order.

5.2
The Commissioners approved the electoral change amendment Order in respect of the District of South Northamptonshire and authorised the affixation of the Commission’s corporate seal to the Order.

6.
Parish and related alteration Orders
6.1
The Commissioners considered the reports in respect of:

· City of Bradford (EC20/07)

· District of Castle Point (EC21/07)

· District of Cotswold (EC18/07)

· District of Hinckley & Bosworth (EC22/07)

· Borough of Rugby (EC35/07)

· Borough of Test Valley (EC34/07)

· Borough of Torbay (EC23/07)

· District of Wear Valley (EC24/07)

6.2
The Commissioners also considered a report in respect of a parish review in the City of Sheffield, to which the Commission’s consent was required (EC19/07).

6.3
The Commissioners approved the electoral arrangements for the parishes for:

· City of Bradford

· District of Castle Point

· District of Cotswold

· District of Hinckley and Bosworth

· District of Rugby

· Borough of Test Valley

· Borough of Torbay

· District of Wear valley

and authorised the affixation of the Commission’s corporate seal to the Orders.

6.4
The Commissioners agreed to give consent to Sheffield City Council to amend the electoral arrangements for Ecclesfield parish.
7. 
Regulatory issues
7.1
It was agreed that, at the next meeting of the Commission on 8 February 2007, Commissioners should receive papers to facilitate strategic discussion on:
· Forfeiture
· Penalties for late submission of documents, including the potential for criminal prosecution. The policy should cover instances in which the Commission might exercise its discretion not to require penalties.
7.2
The Commissioners agreed that at their meeting on 21 February 2007, they would consider a number of particular cases relating to potential compliance failures. 
8.
Electoral pilot schemes 2007: evaluation project brief (EC26/07)
8.1
AS introduced the project brief and explained that the proposal reflected the Commission’s approach to pilot evaluation in 2006. It was anticipated that the DCA’s decision on individual pilot schemes was imminent. 

8.2
Commissioners recalled their response to Lord Falconer on the pilot proposals, which registered concern that few of the pilot proposals had demonstrated sufficient learning benefits. In this context, the cost of evaluating the schemes to reflect past Commission practice would be relatively high. Commissioners considered that there was a potential imbalance of cost to value gained. 

8.3
It was agreed that resources should be concentrated on where most learning benefit could be gained, which would be on the e-voting schemes. This would mean not necessarily adopting the same evaluation approach to each pilot scheme, but developing an approach proportionate to the likely learning value. 
8.4
Commissioners agreed that the strategic priority for the Commission in relation to the May 2007 elections was to concentrate resources on reporting on e-counting in Scotland, where substantial learning was likely to be gained, and the impact assessment of the Electoral Administration Act, particularly in England and Wales where postal vote identifiers (PVIs) were being introduced. It was noted that a key issue in Wales, unlike other parts of Britain, would be the impact of PVIs at the election count in constituencies that did not have boundaries coterminous with local authorities. Commissioners also noted that it was proposed to include regulatory work as part of the Commission’s approach to election observations.
8.5
The Commissioners agreed that they would:

i)
at their next meeting, receive a paper on the totality of the Commission’s undertaking in relation to reporting and evaluating the May elections in England, Scotland and Wales, focussing on where the Commission’s strategic and funding priorities would lie;

ii)
use the paper requested in (ii) to support submissions to the Speakers’ Committee to demonstrate the Commission’s funding priorities;

ii)
delegate authority to the Chair of the Commission to sign off formal comments on pilot scheme Orders in February and March 2007, as explained in paragraph 4.5 of paper EC26/07; and

9.
Draft Local Authorities (Conduct of Referendums) (England) Regulations 2007 and the Local Authorities (Mayoral Elections) (England and Wales) Regulations 2007: consultation (EC33/07)
9.1
AS presented the draft Commission response to the Government’s consultation on these two sets of draft Regulations. The Regulations required amendment consequential upon the implementation of the Electoral Administration Act. 
9.2
The Commissioners were concerned that the short time allowed by the Government for consultation precluded proper consideration of more fundamental existing difficulties concerned with the Regulations, namely the referendum question and the question of public information. Although the current DCA consultation was concerned with technical amendments, the Government had been aware for some time of the underlying difficulties, which were flagged by the Commission in its report on mayoral referendums as long ago as 2002. 
9.3
The Commissioners agreed that:

i)
noting that the current consultation was on relatively technical issues, the Commission’s response should nevertheless register with the DCA disappointment that there was not time to consider more fundamental issues concerning the regulations. In particular, the response should register that the referendum question, as currently drafted, did not meet the Commission’s guidelines as to intelligibility and should be reviewed. Further, the response should call for the question of publicity and the 28-day rule on council information campaigns to be revisited, particularly in light of the fact a history of low turnout at mayoral elections indicated that there was a need for more public information. The response should indicate the Commission’s willingness to work with DCA on these issues. 
ii)
the Chair of the Commission should approve the final response.
10.
Coalitions of independent candidates
10,1
KJ introduced a paper on coalitions of independent candidates, briefing Commissioners on an issue that had arisen in the context of the forthcoming elections to the National Assembly for Wales. 
10.2
The Commissioners agreed a handling approach to the issue. 

11.
Quarter 3 (Q3 2006/7) financial and performance report (EC28/07)
11.1
 Commissioners discussed the report, reviewing particular issues in detail. A question was raised as to the compliance development programme, which was reported to be on hold whilst under review. Commissioners considered that, even though the programme might be under review, compliance development activity with political parties needed to continue.
11.2
There was discussion around the staff vacancy rate, which was explained by particular factors prevalent during the reporting period. Commissioners requested that, where percentage comparators raised questions, future reports should include narrative explanation.

11.2
The Commissioners noted  the report.  
12. 
 Matters for information
12.1
Commissioners received the following items for information:
i)
Delegations from Elections Canada had been received by the Commission in London and Edinburgh recently, with productive outcomes. Commissioners recorded their thanks to all concerned for the arrangements.

ii)
Ccourt judgement had been reached in Scotland on the question of prisoners voting rights. 

iii)
It appeared unlikely that certain recommendations of the Artbuthnott Committee would be implemented in Scotland. 

iv)  It appeared increasingly likely that elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly, scheduled for 7 March 2007, would go ahead. 

v)
A presentation had been given to the National Assembly Shadow Commission on the Commission’s joint work with the Assembly and on the Commission’s public awareness campaign in the run up to the May elections.

vi)
Good progress was being made on the Commission’s public awareness activity across the UK in preparation for elections in Northern Ireland in March and across Britain in May.

vii)
The report of the Committee on Standards in Public Life, published on 18 January, would be discussed in detail by the Commission at its strategy meeting on 22 February 2007.
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