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Draft Minutes of the Elections and Registration Working Group

11 November 2009
The Electoral Commission (Boothroyd Room),Trevelyan House, Great Peter Street, London SW1P 2HW
Present:

Robert Connelly (Birmingham City Council)

Lindsay Dixon (Sunderland City Council)

Debra Harrod (Poole Borough Council)
Keith Hathaway (GLRO)

Ailsa Irvine (Electoral Commission)
Gill Lewis (Manchester City Council)

Laura Lock (South Cambridgeshire District Council)

Glynne Morgan (Pembrokeshire County Council)
John Owen (AEA)
Pat Parker (Electoral Commission)
Kath Richards (Southampton City Council)

Alison Scott (Leicester City Council)

In attendance:
For items 1 and 2: Karen Quaintmere (Electoral Commission)

For items 1 -3:   Paul Brunton (Ministry of Justice)





     
     Paul Docker (Ministry of Justice)
Apologies:  

Alex Meek (Leeds City Council)
Alex Thomson (City of Edinburgh Council)
1 Welcome and approval of minutes
1.1 The minutes of the meeting on 14 October were approved, subject to amendment to reflect that not all of those listed as being present were in attendance for the whole of the meeting. It was agreed that future minutes would clearly identify the names of those representatives attending for only part of the meeting and which items they were present for. 
2 Update and issues for consideration from the Elections              Co-ordination Group (ECG)
2.1 Paul Docker advised the working group that the first meeting of the ECG had been held on 27 October, and that two specific issues had been identified for referral to the Elections and Registration Working Group.  They were:
(i) The role of regional electoral representatives of the Electoral Co-Ordination Group
(ii) Identifying supplier capacity / supplier management issues and proposals for workable solutions
2.2 In particular, the working group considered the question of whether there was a desire among local authorities for regional guidance and support to be provided and, if so, what the regional role of individual representatives of the Electoral Co-Ordination Group should be. Feedback from the group members suggested that different regions were having different experiences in seeking to continue with some form of regional co-ordination, with several regions reporting difficulties in getting co-operation from some local authorities in the absence of any statutory or formal basis for the arrangement. In general, however, it was agreed that although there are useful networks in place in many parts of the country, the situation in other areas would be helped if there was some clarity about the continuing role of the Regional Returning Officers.
2.3 It was therefore agreed that the MoJ should formally write to all the Regional Returning Officers thanking them for agreeing to continue their regional role in relation to a revised terms of reference. It was further proposed that Regional Returning Officers should copy the letter onto their Local Returning Officers with their own personal message about the benefits of collaborative working. The letter could also explain the ongoing national co-ordination arrangements, including setting out the role and membership of the ECG and the Elections and Registration Working Group. The Commission agreed to supply text to the MoJ on the role of the working group, including a link to the agenda and minutes of the working group which have been published on the Commission’s website.



2.4
With regard to the issue of capacity in the print industry and the management of printers, especially during the very limited timelines of a UKPGE, there was a discussion around what actions could be taken to address such concerns. It was agreed that these issues were of such importance that all group members should try to promote the need for contracts to be put in place at an early stage in any way possible. Related to the earlier discussions on the role of regional representatives of the ECG, the group suggested that these concerns could be outlined in the letter to be sent to Local Returning Officers encouraging them to put contracts in place at an early stage. It was also noted that the Commission would continue to discuss contracts as part of its performance standards and performance improvement work and ongoing meetings with Returning Officers.
2.5
The Commission circulated a further draft of a document highlighting the key issues to be considered when entering into a contract with suppliers, which had developed in consultation with the working group.  A number of further suggestions for additions to the document were discussed. The Commission agreed to revise the document and send it to the suppliers for their comments, before finalising and publishing it.
2.6
The MoJ were asked about the date of the next suppliers’ meeting, and advised that there were no immediate plans to convene a meeting of the group. There was some discussion around the future of the suppliers’ group, with the group agreeing that the forum was useful and should be continued in one way or another. 
3. Issues for discussion raised by MoJ

3.1
Insurance and indemnity: MoJ noted that they would have a top up arrangement on their policy to cover ‘Acts of God’, etc., but that (A)ROs should still ensure that their own insurance was robust, particularly on the issue of any excess.

3.2
Use of Sweeps: Paul Docker advised that MoJ would appreciate views from working group members by Friday 13 November on the use of sweeps at a UKPGE, including any feedback on the effectiveness of sweeps from those local authorities who used them at the EPE. Initial discussions mixed feelings about the sweeps: some members felt it was essential but expensive, while others stated that the number received before close of poll was often overshadowed by the vast numbers delivered the following day.

3.3
100% PVI checking: it was reported that the ECG were firmly in support of the 100% checking. MoJ did note, however, that some local authorities state that they do not have the resources to undertake 100% checking, and highlighted the fact that this would result in higher licence costs than would be incurred if only 20% checking was carried out. This prompted a discussion the cost of licensing arrangements with suppliers. It was agreed that Kath Richards would provide MoJ with the costs of licences with the eXpress management system and Glynne Morgan would provide the costs of Strand.

4. Guidance Update
4.1
Ailsa Irvine advised that copies of the UKPGE (Acting) Returning Officers’ guidance and the guidance for candidates and agents would be circulated to the working group once final versions were received back from the Commission’s publications team, prior to the documents being available electronically on the Commission’s website in December and hard copy versions being despatched in January.



4.2
Nomination forms: it was stated that work on the forms has now been completed, and that they would be uploaded to the Commission’s website imminently. The Commission are still exploring the possibility of making the forms capable of being completed electronically prior to being printed off, signed and submitted.
4.3
English local government elections: the document ‘Essentials of effective election management : Planning for a local government election in England and Wales’ together with associated planning templates have now been completed and will be available on the Commission’s website the week commencing 16 November. The draft Returning Officers’ and candidates and agents’ guidance showing tracked changes from the 2008 version would be circulated to the group for comment once work on them had been completed. 
4.4
Access and supply of the register: Ailsa Irvine informed the working group that this circular would be despatched shortly, and would include guidance on publishing the register in relation to new UK Parliamentary constituency boundaries in England and Wales.

4.5
Nomination checklist: a draft document acting as a prompt for (Acting) Returning Officers checking nomination forms was circulated for comments from the working group. They generally felt that such a document would be useful, subject to a number of minor amendments. The Commission agreed to revise the checklist prior to making it available on their website.
4.6
It was also suggested that a checklist to assist candidates and agents with completing the nomination forms might also be useful. The Commission agreed to develop such a checklist and to attach it to the template set of nomination forms.
4.7
The timing and mechanism of publishing the forms and templates was discussed. It was agreed that while the products should be made available on the Commission’s website as soon as they are completed, any circular publicising their availability should not be sent until after 1 December and the end of the annual canvass.
.5.
Count support product
5.1
Pat Parker thanked the working group for their feedback on the draft guidance and templates for use at a count and explained that she had amended the documents to reflect their comments. Pat also explained that she intended to complete the forms/appendices with example figures and annotate the back of the forms with instructions about their completion. The group were asked to consider a name for the product rather than describing it as a ‘mini count’ procedure, and it was proposed that it should be referred to as ‘A count model’. 
5.2
The working group were advised that the Commission intended holding a ‘mock’ count to test out the forms, following which the product would be finalised for publication subject to approval by the group at its next meeting. It group members suggested that an article in Arena together with photographs of the ‘mock’ count would be a useful visual to encourage practitioners to review their count procedures and to consider adopting the ‘model’ approach.
6.
Polling station support
6.1
In an effort to develop appropriate support material for the training of polling station staff, the working group were asked to identify the issues that these staff should know in order to perform their duties effectively. These were:

· The franchise and register markers
· Register queries and clerical errors

· Tendered ballot papers

· Folding of ballot papers

· Accurate ballot paper accounts

· Postal Votes handed into polling stations

· CNLs for a combined election

· Close of poll procedures

· Notices

· Marking the register for a combined election

· Information for candidates and agents

6.2
The above issues were then grouped into four headings – Ballot papers, notices/information, postal votes and close of poll.  Pat Parker agreed to prepare a separate document on the above issues and how they could be communicated for the next meeting to inform discussions on what polling station support products should be developed.
7.
Date of next meeting
Tuesday 15 December at the Electoral Commission, Trevelyan House (Boothroyd Room).
