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Minutes of the meeting of the Electoral Commission held on 26 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)




Angela Salt (AS)




Nicole Smith (NS)




Rael Zackon (RZ)




Andy O’Neill (AO’N)




Doug Stewart (DS)




Tom Hawthorn (TH)




Mark Williams (MW)




Stephen Rooney (SR)




Ben Marshall (BM)

Apologies:
Karamjit Singh

1. Priorities for 2006/7 and beyond (EC10/06)

1.1
SY introduced this item and outlined the issues in the discussion note which set out the key, and second tier, priorities for the second five years of the Commission’s work.  PG added to the second tier issues electoral reviews, to be addressed following the evaluation review. If an electoral review of new local authorities was required, the Commission may need to address its policy, if no system or guidance is provided by Government.

1.2
NS stated that DS was preparing a horizon-scanning paper, which would consider the impact on the Commission of future initiatives and changes relating specifically to local government. It was noted that devolution was relevant here, as the agenda in England would not be the same as in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. AS noted that the list of issues was about activity, and questioned whether the Commission was sufficiently focussed on its overall strategic vision and outcomes, and suggested that some external support in addressing this would be helpful. 

1.3 The Commissioners highlighted the following issues:

· The impact of the Electoral Administration Bill
· Dealing with the modernisation agenda

· Implementing different methods of regulation

· The role of the Commission in running elections

· The lack of a needs analysis

· The difficulty of giving different messages to different stakeholders

· The need to have something in place for the Committee on Standards in Public Life which meets in July

· The need to link these priorities with the messages in the Corporate Plan

1.4 It was agreed that NS and SY would discuss what needed to be done between now and the proposed planning event in June 2006, to include reviewing how other organisations undertake this exercise. This may include one or two extended sessions with an external consultant before the June event.

1.5
The Commissioners noted that issues raised in the discussion paper, and requested that SY and NS should discuss what action was needed prior to the corporate planning event in June 2006.
2. Policy review programme 2006/7 (EC11/06)

2.1
NS presented the report which set out the guidelines for policy reviews, and the proposed policy work for 2006/7. The Commissioners noted that the Commission was likely to have to carry out two directed reviews in relation to PDGs, and the redistribution of UK MEPS following the accession of two further countries to the EU. 

2.2
In relation to the proposed policy reviews for 2006/7, it was agreed that:

· The new guidance for tellers should be evaluated before any review was undertaken

· Any review of the role of the Returning Officers should be considered after the implementation of the Electoral Administration Bill

· Challenging elections in the UK should be a priority for review

2.3
It was agreed that after each PPP meeting, and after meetings with other key stakeholders, the issues raised should be logged. The proposed programme would be discussed with the PPP at its next meeting on 7 February.
2.4
The Commissioners approved the guiding principles set out in the report and the recommendations for dealing with existing commitments and possible directions. The Commissioners also agreed to discuss the proposals for policy review work with the PPP and its devolved equivalents.
3. Performance management and financial reporting (EC12/06)

3.1
PW presented the report on performance report for the third quarter to 31 December 2005, which summarised the progress of key projects. The following projects were highlighted:

· The project to enable on-line submission of returns was now ‘red’ as there was a serious risk that this project would not be delivered on time. A much more robust system was required to cope with the consequences of the Electoral Administration Bill. The registers database may have to be dismantled and rebuilt. 

· The FER programme had slipped but it was anticipated that the orders would be able to be made in time for the appropriate elections.

· JD reported that the Equality Scheme screening would be completed by the end of January 2006.

· The Commission had budgeted for 160 staff, but had operated with below 150 staff in this financial year. SY asked for comparative data on staff sickness rates across both public and private sectors.

3.2
PW also presented the financial report for the third quarter which indicated expenditure of approximately £5m per quarter.  The underspend was mainly in the area of salaries and staff related costs. The Commissioners considered the options set out in the report for dealing with the underspend. The Commissioners agreed that the Commission should have a reputation for responding to known underspends, and the HMTreasury should be advised of the amount which would not be required in this financial year. Some one-off expenditure, which would not be replicated in future years, could be brought forward into this financial year. The actual amount not required would be known in February.
3.3
The Commissioners noted the reports, and approved the recommendation to advise HM Treasury of the known underspend for this financial year.
4. Personal Identifier pilot schemes (EC14/06)

4.1
TH gave a presentation on the proposed personal identifier pilot schemes, and BM explained the proposed evaluation process.

4.2
The Commissioners discussed the possible impact of a public awareness campaign on the pilot schemes and the role which the Commission should take in such a campaign. The Commissioners agreed that it would be difficult for the Commission to be involved in evaluation of the pilot schemes and in public awareness of the pilots. NS advised that the prospectus for the pilot schemes did include public awareness. It was agreed that local variation in public awareness may be helpful, and that public awareness should be undertaken locally. The Commission should concentrate on evaluation, although it should be noted that there was a risk in not undertaking public awareness, as the experience in Northern Ireland had shown.

4.3
NS stated that as the pilots were for two years, the interim reports would highlight where there had been inadequate public awareness campaigns. There were expected to be ten pilots. The Commission could give general guidance to the local authorities involved. It was suggested that the Commission invite communication staff from the local authorities to a meeting in April to discuss this aspect of the pilot schemes.
4.4
The Commissioners thanked BM for his contribution to establishing the Commission’s research unit, and wished him well for the future.

4.5
The Commissioners noted the presentation, and agreed that the Commission should concentrate its resources on evaluation, whilst giving guidance to the local authorities on public awareness campaigns.

5. Arbuthnott report (EC13/06)

5.1
AO’N gave a presentation on the recommendations in the Arbuthnott report, and NM summarised the reaction to the report from political parties, the Scottish Parliament and local authorities. It was noted that the report stated that dealing with Parliamentary boundaries was a matter for urgency.
5.2
SY suggested that the report and its recommendations could be a topic for discussion at the dinner in Cardiff on 8 February.
5.3
The Commissioners noted the report.

6. Communication issues
6.1
PG stated that she would reply to the letter received in relation to the interim Lyons report, drawing attention to the issues relevant to the PER process.

6.2
AS advised that the second reading of the Electoral Administration Bill would be on 13 February, and the media and stakeholders would be briefed for that event.

6.3
AS referred to the Spring Public Awareness campaign, and the fact that the line drawings on the drafts would be photographs for the campaign proper.

6.4
There would be a meeting with DCA this afternoon on the London Registration campaign, at which AS would raise the Commission’s continued concerns.

6.5
AS also referred to the Communication Strategy, and particularly to a breakfast seminar to be held in March/April in relation to the audit of political engagement.
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