Confirmed on 9 February 2006
Minutes of the meeting of the Electoral Commission held on 12 January 2006, in London.

Present:
Sam Younger (SY) (Chair)



Pamela Gordon (PG)



Glyn Mathias (GM)



Sir Neil McIntosh (NM)

In attendance:
Peter Wardle (PW)




Jacqui Dixon (JD)




Archie Gall (AG)




Angela Salt (AS)




Rael Zackon (RZ)




Malcolm Rawlings (MR)




Tom Hawthorn (TH)




Mark Williams (MW)




Doug Stewart (DS)




Stephen Rooney (SR)




Daisy Houghton (DH)




Liz Sandwith (LS)

1. Minutes of the meeting of 8 December 2006 (EC01/06)
1.1
The Commissioners agreed the minutes of the meeting held on 8 December 2005, subject to amendments to paragraph 11.1 (iii).

1.2
SY referred to the excellent media coverage for the reviews of the timing of counts and recounts in Scottish elections.

1.3
The Commissioners asked that the dates and venues for the 2006 post-election seminars be confirmed.

1.4
TH advised that the Commission’s formal comments on the electoral pilot schemes for 2006 had been sent to the DCA on 13 December 2005. The DCA had given a provisional indication of its recommendations. An announcement was expected on 23 January 2006. 

1.5
AS reported on the response to the ideas for the Spring Awareness Campaign, and on the DCA-led campaign for the London elections. 
2. Policy review programme 2006/7 (EC02/06)

2.1
MW presented the report, which set out recommendations for policy reviews for 2006/7 and related matters. The recommendations included four Commission-initiated reviews concerning:

· Tellers and polling agents

· Challenging elections

· Campaign spending

· Legislative framework for Parliamentary Boundary reviews

2.2
The Commission is likely to receive a direction under section 6 of PPERA concerning policy development grants, and there was a possibility of an additional direction concerning reallocation of MEPs. The Commissioners noted that there were other potential areas for policy development work, including consolidation of legislation, section 13 funding and performance indicators.
2.3
In respect of the review of the legislation framework for Parliamentary Boundary reviews, AG stated that originally a review of the process was required for the next cycle of reviews. However, in the light of the issues surrounding the transfer of functions, the Commission had to consider what action was appropriate. 

 2.4
The Commissioners agreed the need for a more strategic approach to determining the priorities of the future policy review programme. The Commissioners agreed to discuss this matter further at the next Commission meeting on 26 January, and asked for a short note of the discussion to be circulated for that meeting.
2.5
The Commissioners noted the report and the recommendations, and agreed that the matter be discussed further at the next Commission meeting on 26 January 2006.

3. Government of Wales Bill (EC03/06)

3.1
GM presented the report, which summarised the Bill, and highlighted the provisions in the Bill relating to:
· Dual candidacy

· Interim elections

· Referendums

· Parliamentary Boundaries in Wales

· Public awareness responsibilities

3.2
AS outlined the implications of dual responsibilities for public awareness. The Commissioners noted that there were a number of provisions in the Bill which directly affected the Commission, on which there had been no prior information or discussion. 

3.3
The Commissioners agreed that KJ should draw the Government’s attention to the situation concerning Parliamentary Boundaries.  However, the Commissioners agreed that more formal comments were required in relation to the lack of prior discussion and the dual responsibility for public awareness, and that KJ should write to Parliamentary Officers on these matters.

3.4
The Commissioners noted the provisions of the Bill, and agreed that the Commission should respond formally on the issues of public awareness (Schedule 2 to the Bill) and on the lack of prior discussion with the Commission. The Commissioners also agreed that the Government’s attention should be drawn to the situation concerning Parliamentary Boundaries in relation to the transfer of functions.
4. Financial management matters (EC04/06)

4.1
PW presented the report, and outlined the issues which he was seeking to address in relation to:

· Consultation on major investments

· Virement

· Financial and performance reporting

4.2
PW advised the Commissioners that he was meeting all Directors to agree operating plans which would include budget allocations to targets in the Corporate Plan 2006/7. LS stated that there would always be concern over the integrity of reporting until the Commission had an integrated financial system. 

4.3
The Commissioners agreed that there needed to be clarity of decision making, and that this should include a clear policy statement on virement. NM stated that the changes needed to be reported to Audit Committee, and that a note of the discussion at Audit Committee should be provided to Commissioners at the next appropriate meeting. 

4.4
The Commissioners were in favour of a monthly information report indicating the amount of, and reasons for, variances. PW, with Sally East, agreed to prepare a format proposal for discussion with Commissioners.   

4.5
PW also referred to the report for information on Trevelyan House accommodation (EC07/06), and accepted that this matter should have come before Commissioners for approval. However, the Commissioners endorsed the action taken.

4.6
The Commissioners noted the reports, and endorsed the action taken in respect of accommodation in Trevelyan House. The Commissioners agreed that the changes should be discussed at the next meeting of the Audit Committee, and a note of the discussion be provided to Commissioners at the next appropriate meeting. 

5. Communication strategy (EC05/06)

5.1
SR presented the report, and drew attention to the key areas of participation, partnership grants and stakeholder management. He stressed that the appendices to the report reflected thinking to date in these areas and that plans would be developed as part of the ongoing operational planning process. Overall, the strategy was built on past work, while drawing on recent Commission research which indicated the need to target precisely the key audiences which the Commission is seeking to reach and influence.
5.2
The sample plan for participation work was not intended to be exhaustive, and the Commissioners noted that new ways of getting participation on boundary issues was one example of other areas which would be addressed. 
5.3
The Commissioners acknowledged the importance of a co-ordinated approach to stakeholder management, and that appropriate practical arrangements had to be put in place. The challenge was to identify current perceptions which stakeholders may have of the Commission and the perceptions the Commission would like its stakeholders to have, and to make organisational changes to achieve this shift. This would be considered at a future meeting.

5.4
The Commissioners discussed the management arrangements for partnership grants. The Commissioners agreed that it would be easier to have an overview of applications and to assess priorities if reports came to Commissioners only twice a year. The Commissioners noted the transitional arrangements for the small number of NIF grants which would extend into 2006/7. The first awards under the new scheme would be in August 2006.  
5.5
The Commissioners agreed the strategy and noted the information on the plans in place so far.
6. Electoral Administration Bill

6.1
DS reported on the debate in the House of Commons the previous day, which dealt with pilot schemes and transitional arrangements.  The Government were going ahead with pilots of personal identifiers; the Commission would be evaluating the pilots but it was not known how this would be done. PW would be meeting with the DCA next week to discuss the broader issues on pilot schemes.
6.2
AS advised that the Commission should aim to have its concerns drawn to the attention of the House of Lords, particularly the Government’s proposal for signatures in polling stations. GM referred to the Welsh Assembly Committee report on the Bill, which supported the Commission’s recommendations. The Assembly had voted to require the First Minister to draw the report to the attention of the DCA.

6.3
The Commissioners noted the current position.

7. Matters for information

7.1
The Commissioners received the following items for information:

i) The Commission’s work in promoting electoral integrity (EC06/06)

ii) Trevelyan House: accommodation (EC07/06). See paragraph 4 above for comments.

iii) Regulatory Services Directorate: 2004/5 annual compliance report (EC08/06). The Commissioner asked that a revised version be published on the Commission’s website.

iv) Registration of political and third parties (EC09/06)
7.2
The Commissioners asked for the following matters to be put on the agenda for future meetings:

· A summary of the issues in the Arbuthnott Committee report

· A summary of the interim report of the Lyons enquiry

7.3
SY gave a summary of the round-table discussion including the MoD and DCA concerning service voters. The discussion had included suggestions for remote voting and polling stations overseas.

7.4
PW advised Commissioners about the exchange of correspondence with the Speaker’s Committee on the budget for 2006/7. HM Treasury had responded late to the draft estimates. The Secretary to the Speaker’s Committee has asked for a note on the consequence of holding an increase in budget to inflation only. PW had offered a compromise of a reduction of increase by one percentage point. A copy of the response would be sent to Commissioners.

7.5
PW advised that the Scrutiny Unit had concluded its field work, and that a draft report was expected in the week beginning 23 January. The final report was expected by the end of January.

7.6
PW updated the Commissioners on the current recommendations on donations to political parties in Northern Ireland. The Commission had confirmed that its role must be set out precisely. The proposed test was based on specified documents.
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