
 

 
 
From: FOI  

Sent: 10 May 2018 18:31 

To:  

Subject: FOI 058/18 DUP Meetings Response  

 

Dear ,  

Our Ref: FOI 058/18  

Thank you for your email to the Electoral Commission dated 05 April 2018.  

The Commission aims to respond to requests for information promptly and regrets that on 
this occasion we have not done so.  

Your request is in bold below followed by our response.  

1) The Electoral Commission held a meeting with DUP leader Arlene Foster on 
Thursday 18 May.  

For this meeting, please provide the following:  

- A full list of attendees, including the full names and titles of each attendee, as well 
as who each attendee represents  

- The exact time, date and duration of when the meeting took place  

- The location of the meeting  

- A copy of the agenda for the meeting  

- Materials that were handed out and received during the meeting, such as 
presentation slides, brochures, reports, and leaflets  

- Minutes taken during the meeting, as well as any accompanying briefing notes 
and papers  

2) Please indicate, from 1st September 2017 to the day this request is processed, 
any further meetings between representatives of the Electoral Commission and 
representatives of the DUP. For each meeting, please provide the following:  

- A full list of attendees, including the full names and titles of each attendee, as well 
as who each attendee represents  

- The exact time, date and duration of when the meeting took place  

- The location of the meeting  

- A copy of the agenda for the meeting  

- Materials that were handed out and received during the meeting, such as 
presentation slides, brochures, reports, and leaflets  



 

- Minutes taken during the meeting, as well as any accompanying briefing notes 
and papers  

3) The Electoral Commission held a meeting with representatives of Sinn Fein 
around the same time as the meeting with DUP leader Arlene Foster (ie in or around 
May 2017).  

For this meeting, please provide the following:  

- A full list of attendees, including the full names and titles of each attendee, as well 
as who each attendee represents  

- The exact time, date and duration of when the meeting took place  

- The location of the meeting  

- A copy of the agenda for the meeting  

- Materials that were handed out and received during the meeting, such as 
presentation slides, brochures, reports, and leaflets  

- Minutes taken during the meeting, as well as any accompanying briefing notes 
and papers  

Our response is as follows:  

We hold the information you have requested.  

On 18 May 2017, Ann Watt (Head of the Electoral Commission, Northern Ireland) and 
Cahir Hughes (Senior Officer, Electoral Commission, Northern Ireland) met with Arlene 
Foster MLA at the DUP’s offices in Parliament Buildings, Stormont. The meeting was at 
11:30am and lasted around 30 minutes. An internal note of the meeting written by Ann 
Watt for Electoral Commission colleagues is attached.  

The Electoral Commission holds regular quarterly meetings with representatives from the 
parties in the Northern Ireland Assembly. A DUP representative attends these meetings. 
The agenda, minutes and papers for these meetings on 3 October 2017 and 10 April 2018 
are attached. The meetings are held at the Radisson Blu Hotel in The Gasworks in 
Belfast, beginning at 9:30am and lasting around one hour.  

On 19 April 2018, Ann Watt and Roisin McDaid (Senior Officer, Political Parties Liaison, 
Northern Ireland) met with Timothy Johnston (DUP Chief Executive), Allan Ewart (DUP 
Councillor), Lee Reynolds (DUP Director of Policy), George Dorrian (DUP Senior Policy 
Officer) and Philip Weir (DUP Policy Officer) as part of the Electoral Commission’s audit of 
the Policy Development Grant.  

These were the only meetings the Electoral Commission held with DUP representatives 
during the period requested.  

On 19 May 2017, Ann Watt and Cahir Hughes met with representatives from Sinn Fein 
(Paul Maskey MLA, Chris Hazzard MLA, Elisha McCallion MLA and Gary Fleming) at the 
Electoral Commission’s office in Belfast. The meeting was at 10am and lasted around one 
hour. An internal note of the meeting written by Ann Watt for Electoral Commission 
colleagues is attached.  



 

I trust that this information satisfies your request. The Commission strives to be an open, 
transparent authority.  

If you are not satisfied with this response, please note that the Commission operates a 
review procedure, details of which can be found on the Commission website at: 
http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/about-us/freedom-of-information-requests/how-do-
I-make-an-foi-request    

Please also note that if you have exhausted all internal Commission review procedures 
and you are still not satisfied you have the right to appeal to the Information 
Commissioner. Details of this procedure can be found on the ICO website: 
https://ico.org.uk/   

Yours sincerely,  

Information, Knowledge and Systems Manager 
The Electoral Commission 
3 Bunhill Row 
London EC1Y 8YZ  
FOI@electoralcommission.org.uk  
electoralcommission.org.uk 

yourvotematters.co.uk 

Twitter | Facebook | Blog 

 
 
 

















 
 
 
 
Northern Ireland Assembly Parties’ Panel 
 
Tuesday 10 April 2018 at 9.30am in the Zinc Room   
 
Radisson Blu Hotel, the Gasworks, Belfast, BT7 2JB 
 
 
Agenda 
 
1 Welcome and introductions  
 
2 Notes of previous meeting held on 3 October 2017  
 

 Minutes of the last meeting 

 Matters arising: 
 

3 Issues raised by political parties in advance of the meeting 
 
4 Recent Commission publications:  
 

 Review of first publication of donation and loans returns  

 Initial consultation on Codes of Practice on Election Spending 

 General Data Protection Regulations – Factsheet  
 
5 Update from Chief Electoral Officer for Northern Ireland  
 

 West Tyrone Parliamentary by-election 

 Online registration 

 Absent votes 

 Schools project 
 

6 Political finance - statutory return deadlines 
 
7 Electoral Commission modernisation projects 
 

 Delivering modern guidance 

 Re-development of PEF Online 
 
8 AOB  
 
9 2018 meeting dates – June and October 
 



 
 
 
 
Northern Ireland Assembly Parties’ Panel 
 
Tuesday 3 October 2017 at 9.30am in the Zinc Room   
 
Radisson Blu Hotel, the Gasworks, Belfast, BT7 2JB 
 
 
Agenda 
 
1 Welcome and introductions  
 
 
2 Notes of previous meeting held on 19 June 2017  
 

 Minutes of the last meeting 

 Matters arising: 
 

o Review of deadline for co-option to the NI Assembly. 
o Commission policy on appointment of Deputy Nominating 

Officer 
 
 
3 Issues raised by political parties in advance of the meeting 
 
 
4 Commission reports on UK Parliamentary General Election  
 
 
5 First publication of donation and loans returns 
  
 
6 Electoral Commission modernisation projects 

 Delivering modern guidance 

 Re-development of PEF Online 
 
 
7 Update from Chief Electoral Officer for Northern Ireland 

 Online registration 

 Absent votes 
 

 
8 Political finance - statutory return deadlines 
 
 
9 AOB  
 
 
10 2018 meeting dates 
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 They said that Northern Ireland should have an absent vote regime much more similar to GB, so 
that it was easier for voters to get postal or proxy votes. 

 
After the meeting, Sinn Fein briefed several media crews in the car park outside our office. They then 
issued this press statement . 
 
Ann 
 
 
Ann Watt 
Head of Electoral Commission, Northern Ireland  
Ground Floor, 4 Cromac Place 
The Gasworks 
Belfast BT7 2JB  
Tel: 028 9089   
Fax: 028 9031 4827  
Textphone: 18001 028 9089 4021  

www.electoralcommission.org.uk 
www.aboutmyvote.co.uk 
 
Putting voters first 
 

 
 
Follow us on Twitter | Like us on Facebook | Read our Blog 
 
   Please consider the environment before printing this email. 
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   Please consider the environment before printing this email. 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

Northern Ireland Assembly Parties’ Panel, 3 October 2017 

 

Party Finance and Registration system project: replacing PEF Online 

This paper updates the Assembly Parties’ Panel on a new Electoral Commission 

project to replace the existing PEF Online system, and invites members to 

participate in the design of the new system. It covers: 

- the case for the new system and how we envisage it being rolled out 

- user-centred delivery and invitation to members of the APP to participate 

 

i) The case for a new system 

 

The Electoral Commission’s PEF Online system provides a secure environment 

for the registration of political parties and campaigners and the submission of 

their statutory returns.  

 

The current PEF Online system was ground-breaking when it was introduced 

nearly a decade ago. But expectations have now moved on. The system is built 

on elderly technology, with an estimated cost of £1m to bring it up to modern 

standards and even then a likely need for future spend. It was designed at a time 

when technology made it harder to factor in user needs interactively. It is 

complex and expensive to change. The result is that many parties do not use it 

because it is not compatible with their own systems, meaning time-consuming 

and tedious manual handling of information on both sides. For example, we are 

aware that only one Northern Ireland party uses PEF Online regularly. 

 

Recent developments in technology such as the use of platforms and the 

widespread use of agile programming techniques mean that it is now much 

easier to design systems which put the needs of users at their heart and can be 

readily updated. This has clear advantages both for those using the system and 

for the Commission as the regulator.  

 

 



Following a Gateway Review, the Electoral Commission has decided to 

commission a new system for online party registration and finance, working 

closely with users to ensure that the new system meets their and our needs. We 

plan to build a system that will meet user needs and therefore reduce (or 

eliminate completely) the need for returns in other formats (eg paper-based). The 

timescale and phasing of implementation will be discussed with users to ensure 

that they meet needs and do not affect the delivery of business as usual. 

  

ii) User-centred delivery and invitation to participate 

 

The Commission proposes to develop the new system using agile delivery, 

drawing on the methodology established by the Government Digital Service. This 

means that understanding, defining and capturing user needs are at the heart of 

the process. Users are asked to participate in the process from the start, and 

invited at regular intervals to comment on the extent to which the developing 

system is meeting their needs. To help us do this we will set up a User Group to 

represent the interests of users. We would welcome the participation of 

representatives from the Northern Ireland parties on this group. 

 
 
 
 
Carol Sweetenham 
Project Manager 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions for discussion at APP 

 What are the barriers preventing your current use of PEF Online? 

 What would need to change to convince your party to use a new online 

system to submit statutory returns to the Electoral Commission, rather 

than paper-based returns? 

 Would you be willing to participate in the User Group to help influence the 

development of the new system? 

 



 
 

 

 

Northern Ireland Assembly Parties’ Panel, 3 October 2017 

 

Delivering Modern Guidance Project: Update 

1.1 The Electoral Commission’s guidance is central to the delivery of elections, 

both for candidates and parties standing for election, and for those administering 

elections.  It is widely respected both for its quality and its comprehensiveness. 

However it is not always easy to navigate and it does not make use of modern 

web-based technology. The Delivering Modern Guidance project has been set up 

to recommend a way forward which retains the quality and scope of the guidance 

but modernises its presentation. 

 

1.2 This paper sets out: 

- the work carried out to analyse the existing system of guidance 

- the preferred way forward 

- next steps 

 

 

i) Analysing the existing system 

 

2.0 The project looked at five aspects of how the Commission currently produces 

guidance: 

 

a) Mapping the existing guidance 

 

2.1 There are over 7,500 pages of Electoral Commission guidance presented 

largely as PDFs. Because this is organised by type of election there is significant 

repetition and overlap, and some material could be archived. The search function 

is poor and it is not always obvious where to look for information. The 

underpinning structure is clear and the quality of the guidance universally 

respected. But the volume, written style, inability to move round quickly and poor 

search function impede navigation. 

 

 



b) Business process and working with stakeholders 

 

2.2 There are increasing questions about resilience faced with such a large 

quantity of material, and over time this will pose an increasing risk both to users 

and to the Commission. Without radical change to the approach it will be hard to 

mitigate this risk. 

 

c) User testing and user journeys 

 

2.3 User testing was carried out with target audiences for the guidance covering 

a range of experience and knowledge. The aim was to understand how users 

approached the guidance for answers. The findings were strikingly uniform: even 

the most experienced users of the guidance sometimes struggled to find 

answers. What the guidance said was universally respected. The issue is with 

how it is presented. Delivery is not matched closely enough to audience need, 

and that means neither the Commission nor users are getting what they need. 

 

d) Good practice elsewhere 

 

2.4 The Electoral Commission needs to mirror modern good practice. Other 

regulators, and electoral bodies in other countries, have already adopted a web-

based approach, and there is ample good practice both as to what this looks like 

and how to manage the transition. 

 

e) Technological options 

 

2.5 There is now a plethora of content management systems: it is entirely 

possible to have a system which is web-based but allows printing and 

downloading. Whatever system we adopt will need to be future-proofed for 

greater use with tablets and mobiles, and other future technologies. 

 

 

ii) The way forward 

 

3.1 The conclusion of the analysis so far is that the Commission could not 

maintain the status quo and continue to meet the needs of stakeholders or its 

own needs.  

 

3.2 It would be possible to make modest gains by improvements to the existing 

system: for example better indexing of PDFs, reviewing drafting and reorganising 



some sections. But it was not clear this would deliver the level of change 

required.  The preferred option would be to move to a web-based approach. This 

would have significant advantages in terms of navigability, resilience and clarity. 

It would be crucial to ensure feasibility: the quality and comprehensiveness of the 

guidance must be maintained. So it is likely that different degrees of this 

approach will be needed in different parts of the guidance. 

 

 

Next steps 

 

4.1 The next steps are to test and develop this approach further, and to discuss it 

in more detail with stakeholders.  

 

4.2 A provisional timetable might be: 

 October 2017: develop proposals in more detail 

 October-November 2017: in-depth discussion with stakeholders 

 December 2017: decision on way forward 

 January-March 2018: detailed design work in collaboration with 

stakeholders, covering both future proposals and implementation 

 April 2018 onwards: phased implementation on a basis to be agreed. 

 
 
 
Carol Sweetenham 
Head of Delivering Modern Guidance Project 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Questions for discussion at APP 

1. As users of the Electoral Commission’s guidance, do you agree with the 

conclusions of the project so far? 

2. From your perspective, what are the priorities for a new system of 

Electoral Commission guidance? 

3. Are there particular areas of the guidance which you think we need to 

review? 

 

 




