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CF10 4AL
The Electoral Commission

Trevelyan House, Great Peter Street

London,

SW1P 2HW. 

29th October 2009

Dear Sir / Madam,

Thank you for the opportunity to respond on behalf of Plaid Cymru to the public consultation on the Electoral Commission’s future enforcement policy following changes made by the Political Parties and Elections Act 2009 (PPE).

Plaid Cymru welcomes the Electoral Commission’s access to new regulatory powers and sanctions believing that this will enhance democracy, transparency and public confidence in the political system. 

Plaid Cymru recognises the proportional view taken by the Electoral Commission and welcomes its understanding of the fact that much of the party’s political work is undertaken by hard-working volunteers whose sense of civic and public duty is enhanced by their political work. 

Plaid Cymru agrees that the current practice of only being able to refer breaches of PPERA to the police for criminal investigation, with no other alternative means of sanction, has hindered the Commission in its work. 

It is important, however, that the public understands that this does in no way weaken the sanctions available to the Commission and that it will still choose to refer the most serious breaches, involving criminal intent, to the police. 

Therefore the new suite of civil sanctions, instead of a criminal prosecution, makes it far more likely that the Commission will take action in the first place given the scarcity of criminal prosecutions hitherto. 

We welcome your commitment to taking on board the views of party treasurers at constituency and branch level and hope that you have provided copies of the consultation document to those whose details are noted on your system. 

Here is listed a number of points / questions which may need addressing:

1. The Commission recognises the invaluable role of policy development to the political parties and this is reflected in the provision of a Policy Development Grant. Given the need for all parties to improve their internal systems in light of the proposed changes, it is Plaid Cymru’s view that resources should be allocated, in similar fashion to the PDG, to creating a Compliance Fund so that parties are in a position to fund an officer in their party headquarters. 

2. Mention is made throughout the document of “new and constructive approaches to secure compliance”. What precisely is envisaged? How is training, in particular, a “new…approach” given that this already happens?

3. That said, we would welcome increased training provision which is more systemic and less ad-hoc than at present.

4. Whilst it is understood that the Commission will take extenuating circumstances into account when determining whether to enforce or not, the fact that an individual is seriously ill does not in itself justify not taking enforcement action. 

5. From Plaid Cymru’s position, it is hoped that the enforcement team will be based in Wales and that we will be accountable to the devolved office in Wales. We would regret interference from the London office should the Wales office be tasked with being responsible for Plaid Cymru and should Plaid Cymru be subject to double enforcement. 

6. On page 12 is a reference to “party premises”. Does this mean the party’s national headquarters or any Plaid Cymru office anywhere in Wales?

7. Why in 3.17 do you not refer to key “electoral battlegrounds” in National Assembly constituencies especially as there is every likelihood that these elections will also be “marginal or particularly hard-fought”?

8. What is meant by “national organisations” in the third bullet point on page 14?

9. Are you able to elaborate what would constitute a “significant public interest factor[.] against taking a decision” given the range of civil sanctions which will henceforth be available to the Commission?

10. The £200 fixed monetary penalty is an arbitrary sum but appears reasonable. 

11. Is it sufficient that only one “senior officer of the Commission [who] was not involved in making the initial decision on whether or not to impose an FMP” be tasked with dealing with representations and objections? Should a panel of three not be tasked with this?

Plaid Cymru has long argued that the Commission, if it is to work properly, needs to have the necessary powers in order to be able to enforce its own policies. Plaid Cymru therefore welcomes the consultation document and recognises this as an important step in improving the public’s confidence in party financing.

Yours sincerely,
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Dr. Gwenllian Lansdown

Chief Executive

Plaid Cymru

