Confirmed on 27 April 2006 
Minutes of the meeting of the Electoral Commission held on Thursday 23 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)




Patricia Peňa (PP)




Mike Kelly (MK)




Kate Sullivan (KBS)




Doug Stewart (DS)




Malcolm Rawlings (MR)




Rael Zackon (RZ)




Scott Walters (SW)




Lisa Watch (LW)




Sally East (SE)




Peter Quirk (PQ)




Andrew Fraser (AF)

1. Potential compliance failures during 2005 General Election    (EC37/06)

1.1
MK presented the report, which identified four instances of potential compliance failures during the General Election 2005, and outlined the circumstances of each case. The Commissioners discussed the options available for action. A statement against enquiry would be prepared, together with a briefing for the launch of the General Election 2005: campaign spending report on 29 March 2006.
1.2
The Commissioner stated that it would be helpful to receive a quarterly general compliance report. It was agreed that such reports would be provided.

1.3
The Commissioners agreed the course of action recommended for each case outlined in the report, and that the individuals and organisations concerned by advised of the findings of the compliance reviews and the agreed courses of action.

2. Loans to political parties (EC38/06)

2.1
HM presented the report which outlined a number of issues surrounding loans to political parties and the reporting requirements. The Commission had issued a statement on 16 March 2006, agreed by the Commissioners, calling on political parties to declare details of all loans. Letters had been sent to the parties asking them to confirm that they are satisfied that any loans received were at commercial rates. Responses were expected by 29 March 2006. A meeting had been arranged for 7 April with the registered treasurers of the three main parties, to which the SNP and Plaid Cymru may also be invited. 
2.2
In the statement of 16 March, the Commissioners had agreed that 
loans in future should be treated the same way as donations for reporting purposes and that political parties should declare all loans voluntarily prior to changes in legislation. The Government had indicated that it was prepared to include provisions for reporting of loans in the Electoral Administration Bill. The Commissioners discussed the level of information needed for reporting purposes. It was agreed that the reporting objectives should be simplicity of reporting for parties, and clarity for the public. For that reason the Commissioners stated a preference for the shorter version of the draft form, which would show the amount of any loan, the term of the loan,  and the identity of the lender.
2.3
The following actions were agreed:

· The draft Code to be sent to the PPP parties (other than Northern Ireland parties which are currently exempt from donation reporting) for comments, and

· A letter to all parties over the £5,000 threshold requesting declarations of loans, and

· Guidance given to all parties when the reporting requirements have been approved

2.4
The Commissioners also agreed that legislation should not be retrospective, and that therefore only new loans would be required to be declared. 
2.5
The Commissioners agreed the approach outlined in the report. The Commissioners approved the level of information which should be required from political parties, and the arrangements for consultation, as set out above.

3. The funding of political parties (EC43/06)

3.1
NS presented the report, which asked Commissioners to consider whether the Commission’s views on the funding of political parties required updating or clarifying, in the light of current issues and, in particular, the review of party funding by Sir Haydn Phillips. The Commissioners were asked to give NS their comments by e-mail by midday on 27 March. The Commission will aim to issue a statement  before Easter.
3.2
SY stated that he had met Sir Haydn the previous day, and that a further meeting was planned. The Commissioners agreed that the model for funding should meet the criteria set out in the Commission’s report. In respect of the review, the Commission’s role should be:
· To speak for the voter

· To promote public participation across the UK on this topic

· To add the perspective of the devolved areas 

· To facilitate getting information about international practice into the debate
3.3
The Commissioners agreed that, if required following the receipt of comments, KS, PG and SY should meet with the Executive Team on 6 April 2006 to discuss the proposed statement. The Commission could then agree with Sir Haydn how it could add value to the review.

3.4
The Commissioners agreed the arrangements as set out above for approving a statement, and for determining how the Commission should be involved in the current review.

4. Potential end-of-year underspend for 2005/6 (EC40/06)

4.1 PW presented the interim update on the potential underspend, which totalled £6m as at 28 February 2006, including the underspend already declared to HM Treasury. The expected underspend as 31 March 2006 was £1.3m. SE presented the detailed report which highlighted that the underspend on salaries, and on recruitment and training, travel and subsistence, and IT, had been significantly reduced. SE stated that costs-by-activity reports would be available from May.
4.2
PW stated that the Speaker’s Committee had approved the core budget. Reductions in core costs of £1.8m for 2006/7 had been recommended. As a consequence, the bid for the Electoral Administration Bill could be reduced. SY asked PW to make a final estimate of savings in core costs, and how much of the costs of the Electoral Administration Bill could be absorbed. PW and SY would agree a figure as the basis for discussion with the Speaker’s Committee.
4.3
The Commissioners noted the potential underspend for 2005/6. The Commissioners agreed that SY and PW should determine the reduction on the 2006/7 as a basis for discussion with the Speaker’s Committee on the costs of the Electoral Administration Bill.
5. Committee on Standards in Public Life: issues and questions (EC42/06)

5.1
DS presented the report and stated that in addition to the issues set out in the report, the Committee would also be considering the role of the Commission in reviewing electoral boundaries. NS stated that the Commissioners would be asked to approve the Commission’s evidence to the Committee in May; the evidence should set out the Commission’s views and, where practicable, anticipate the views of others. The Commissioners discussed the 13 questions set out in the Issues and Questions paper published by the CSPL in February 2006.
5.2
In relation to the question as to whether one body should have all boundary review work, PG commented that structural reviews and boundary changes had no direct relationship to electoral arrangements. However, NM noted that Scottish Office officials had recently asked whether the Commission was in a position to take on Parliamentary boundary work in 2007. 
5.3
The Commissioners noted the report and the arrangements for developing the Commission’s formal response to the Issue and Questions paper.

6. Performance standards in electoral services

6.1 KBS presented an update on the work on performance standards in electoral services, and outlined the four phases of the project in establishing and promoting a vision, and setting measures and indicators. By the meeting at the end of May 2006, Commissioners will be asked to agree the framework and the timetable. KBS also outlined the arrangements for stakeholder engagement.

6.2 KBS advised the Commissioners that the clause in the Electoral Administration Bill concerning performance standards required that the Secretary of State be consulted and that the standards be laid before Parliament. NS referred to a parallel power in the Bill to enable the Commission to collect financial information, and reported that meetings had been held with SOLACE and CIPFA on arrangements for collecting this information. This data would be collected in tandem with performance indicators and is not likely to be collected until the financial year 2007/8.
6.3 The Commissioners noted the current position.
7. International strategy

7.1
AF gave a presentation on the Commission’s international strategy, which outlined the activities to date, and raised a number of issues for developing a new strategy.

7.2
The Commissioners agreed that the Commission must continue to participate in international events; NS highlighted the importance of using such events to gain information about processes and systems in other countries. The Commissioners noted that the response from other Commissions to the Electoral Commission’s research projects was particularly good. It was agreed that international standing strengthened the reputation of the Commission in the UK; the Commission should look to build its reputation in an area of work where it can demonstrate excellence.
7.3
The Commissioners noted the current position, and the issues raised, in the development of the international strategy.

8. Matters for information

8.1 The Commissioners received the following items for information:

i) Update on the Electoral Commission’s activities for the 2006 local elections (EC41/06)

ii) The arrangements for the facilitation for the Business Planning meeting in June 2006, including the preliminary discussion on 27 April 2006. The facilitator would be contacting Commissioners directly prior to these events.

iii) SY had written to Bridgend Council as agreed, and had received a response on 16 March 2006. The Council had been advised of the importance of putting the issue into the public domain.

iv) PG gave an update on the Boundary Committee work.

8.2 SY advised that he had approved on behalf of the Commission nine Orders for pilot schemes for the following local authorities:

· Newham LBC

· Brentwood

· Broxbourne

· Brent LBC

· Harrow LBC

· Merseyside

· Stevenage

· Peterborough

· Stratford

A further six Orders were expected for:

· Swindon

· Tyne and Wear

· Westminster LBC

· Shewsbury and Atcham

· Rushmoor

· Lewisham LBC

8.3 The Commissioners noted that the following stakeholder events:

i) KS reported on the Operation Black Vote launch held earlier in the day. The launch had been well-attended; the three main parties had been represented.
ii) GM reported on a successful launch of the democracy Disk.

iii) The Audit of Political Engagement 3 had been launched on 20 March 2006.

8.4
The Commission meeting due to be held on 6 April 2006 had been cancelled as it would be inquorate. The discussion on party funding would be held on that day (see paragraph 3.3 above). 
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