Confirmed on 27 April 2006

Minutes of the meeting of the Electoral Commission held on 9 March 2006, in London.

Present:
Sam Younger (SY) (Chair)



Pamela Gordon (PG)



Glyn Mathias (GM)



Sir Neil McIntosh (NM)



Karamjit Singh (KS)

In attendance:
Peter Wardle (PW)




Jacqui Dixon (JD)




Roger Gough (RG)




Hilary Mundella (HM)




Angela Salt (AS)




Nicole Smith (NS)




Rael Zackon (RZ)




Patricia Peňa (PP)




Scott Walters (SW)




Malcolm Rawlings (MR)




Catherine Johnson (CJ)

1. Minutes of the meeting of 9 February 2006 (EC32/06)

1.1
The Commissioners agreed the minutes of the meeting held on 9 February 2006, subject to the following amendments:


Paragraph 1.1: add ‘subject to the possibility of reappointment in the future’.


Paragraph 5.2: insert ‘acting’ before ‘Chief Executive’.


Paragraph 9.1: delete last bullet point under Wales.


Paragraph 11.2: delete 13 March.

1.2
PW stated that an underspend of £800,000 had so far been reported to HM Treasury but he would continue to update Commissioners.
1.3
SY advised the Commissioners that he had received a letter from ITV indicating that they would be following the same guidelines as the BBC in relation to party election broadcasts. However, no response had been received from the BBC concerning the consultation process.

1.4
The Commission’s response to the consultation on CORE had been agreed and sent to the DCA.
2. Minutes of the meeting of 23 February 2006 (EC33/06)

2.1
The Commissioners agreed the minutes of the meeting held on 23 February 2006, subject to the following amendments:


Paragraphs 1.2 and 2.2: add to final sentence ‘subject to ODPM making the relevant Order to implement the new parishes’.

3. Scrutiny Unit report (EC35/06)

3.1
PW presented the report and outlined the key issues arising from the report. The Commissioners noted the recommendations in the report. The Audit Committee would consider the report at its next meeting on 3 May. NM proposed inviting John Quin to review the report to give an independent perspective. A response to the report and its recommendations was required for the Speaker’s Committee. 

3.2
The Commissioners reviewed the recommendations and the draft responses, and discussed amendments to the responses. The Commissioners agreed that the recommendations should be implemented in the shortest possible timescale, and that there should be regular reports on progress on the action plan for implementation of the recommendations to the Audit Committee. PW stated that six months should be the timescale for implementation.
3.3
The Commissioners noted the report and the recommendations,  and agreed the responses, subject to the amendments discussed. The Commissioners authorised PW to respond to the Speaker’s Committee, with a covering letter.

4. Potential compliance failure by third party (EC36/06)

4.1
PP presented the report and summarised the key issues in relation to the expenditure by Concerned Citizens for a Shared Future. The Commissioners considered whether all instances of potential compliance failures in relation to the General Election in 2005 should be reviewed together, or as each case arose. In this particular case, the recommendation was to refer the matter to the Police to determine whether any breach of law had occurred. The Commissioners agreed that the matter should be referred, and that a statement against enquiry should be prepared.

4.2
The Commissioners requested a further report with recommendations for the next meeting in relation to the two other cases referred to in the report. The Commissioners also requested that an update on any issues arising be included in the quarterly Regulatory Services report.
4.3
The Commissioners agreed to refer the potential compliance failure by Concerned Citizens for a Shared Future to the Police Service of Northern Ireland, and authorised PW to sign the letter to the Police Service and to agree the statement against enquiry. The Commissioners requested a further report on the two other cases referred to, and that any risk areas be highlighted in the quarterly Regulatory Services report.

5. Compulsory voting around the world (EC34/06)

5.1
NS presented the research report which aimed to establish the current position in relation to compulsory voting in other countries. The report would be welcomed by other audiences including other Electoral Commissions , in particular capturing the information in one document. 
5.2
The Commissioners welcomed the report and highlighted the following issues arising from the report:

· there was no instance of the introduction of compulsory voting late in the democratic process

· the need to define ‘compulsory voting’

· limited reference to compulsory registration

· the use of automatic registration in many countries

· the need to amend the executive summary in order to put the research into context

5.3
The Commissioners agreed that the report should be published to stakeholders, after the May 2006 elections. The Commissioners thanked CJ for her work in preparing the report.

5.4
The Commissioners also agreed that in the future research reports from external bodies should go to Commissioners for information, and that the Commission’s own research reports should be approved by  Commissioners.

5.5
The Commissioners approved the report, subject to further amendments, and authorised SY to agree the final report. The Commissioners also noted the arrangements for publishing the report.

6. Electoral Administration Bill

6.1
MR outlined the current position on the Bill. The first session in Grand Committee had been held; three more days were scheduled. Amendments on personal identifiers had been tabled on 16 February. NS reported that ten applications for PI pilots had been received by DCA.


The Commissioners were also advised on the current position in relation to:

· service voters
· signing in polling stations

· Government amendments on observers

· Elections expenses

· Enabling provisions on candidate regulations

6.2
MR advised the Commissioners on the establishment of three DCA implementation project boards, dealing with CORE, PI pilots, and the remaining provisions of the Bill. PW advised that the would be a discussion at the next Commission meeting on performance standards. AS referred to the resource implications of the publications needed for implementation.

6.3 The Commissioners noted the current position.

7. Pilot schemes for May 2006

7.1
NS stated that the Orders for the pilot schemes for the elections in May 2006 had to be submitted to the DCA before the next meeting of the Commission on 23 March.  The Commissioners were requested to delegate authority for approval of the Orders.

7.2
The Commissioners authorised SY to approve the draft Orders, subject to the referral of any exceptions to the next meeting on 23 March.
8. Matters for information

8.1
The Commissioners received the following items for information:

8.1.1
Communications update

· The Audit of Political Engagement would be launched on 17 March with an event on 29 March
· The Election 2005 campaign expenditure report would be published on 29 March

· A toolkit for Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers, was being prepared, to include examples of best practice in encouraging participation
· The Partnership Grants Scheme would be launched on 3 April

· The Code of Conduct (Postal Voting) and the draft guidance on corporate donations were still with the political parties for comment; feedback was due next week

· A new style guide for the Commission had been published

· GM advised that the Democracy Disk would be launched on 21 March

· All external presentations will in future be coordinated by DS’s team and passed to Communication Directorate.
8.1.2 PDGs

PP advised that the Order for 2006/7 would be laid today. There were changes in relation to the grant allocation to parties in Northern Ireland.

8.1.3 Code of Conduct (Postal Voting)

The Liberal Democrats had suggested an amendment which the other parties were considering. SY asked that a copy of the Code be sent to the Commissioners.
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