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1 
Introduction 

1.1 The Electoral Commission is an independent public body, established in 2000, and one of its functions is to review the electoral arrangements of local authorities in England and make orders to implement changes.   The Boundary Committee for England is a statutory committee of the Commission and undertakes the actual reviews. Under the Local Government Act 1992, it is required to review periodically the electoral arrangements of every local authority in England; these are generally described as periodic electoral reviews (PERs). 

1.2 
PERs can affect the number of councillors in a local authority, the level of representation people have (the number of electors per councillor) and the number of councillors representing each electoral area, as well as the boundaries of electoral areas and the names of electoral areas. The boundaries for district council wards can in turn be used as the building blocks for Parliamentary constituencies. 

1.3 
An eight-year programme of PERs concluded in October 2004, with the completion of 386 electoral reviews – 35 county councils and 351 district councils. (The last review of the City’s electoral arrangements was completed in 1998 and implemented in 1999.) The Boundary Committee for England has begun to monitor the electoral inequalities that have arisen in those local authorities where reviews began between 1996 and 2000. Where significant imbalances have arisen and are likely to remain, the Commission has directed the Committee to undertake further electoral reviews (FERs). 

1.4 With the end of the PER programme, the Commission has begun a comprehensive evaluation of the policies and processes used to guide periodic reviews in England, taking stock of the lessons it has learnt from undertaking the PER programme. The evaluation includes: 

· examining how the statutory criteria and rules have been applied; 

· considering the approach taken by the Commission and the

Committee on such matters as numbers of councillors, consultation with interested parties in PERs, timetabling reviews and warding; 

· considering when PERs should take place and how frequently; 

· considering the evidence required to support proposals and decisions; 

· commissioning some research and analysis to inform the

Commission’s examination; and 

· seeking the views of a wide range of stakeholders between September and November 2005. To this end, the Commission has published a consultation paper and invited responses to 14 specific questions by 25th November.  The consultation paper is summarised below; the Commission’s questions are highlighted in the body of the report and also listed on page 17.   A full copy of the consultation paper can be obtained from David Mitchell, Electoral Services Officer, and a copy is on deposit in the Members’ Library.

1.5 By mid-2006, the Commission intends to: 

· develop fresh guidance to The Boundary Committee for England on the way such reviews should be carried out; and 

· consider whether or not any changes to the law ought to be recommended to the Government. 

2 
Background 

The periodic electoral reviews (PER) programme 

2.1
The programme of PERs started in 1996. For most local authorities whose boundaries had not changed significantly, this was their first electoral review in over 20 years. During the eight-year programme nearly 400 separate reviews were completed. 

2.2 Broadly, as a consequence of the electoral reviews: 

· electoral inequalities within local authorities were reduced significantly. In around one-third of local authorities, the variance in electoral equality has been reduced to no more than 5%. 

· the proportion of two and three councillor electoral areas increased from 54% to over 60%. Consequently, the average electorate of wards and divisions has risen, though there continues to be a mix of wards with one, two and three councillors in shire districts, and most county electoral areas have one councillor (89%). 

· there has been little overall change to the number of councillors on councils. 

Further electoral reviews (FERs) 

2.3 
Further electoral reviews are ad-hoc or interim reviews that take place outside of a regular programme of electoral reviews. The PER programme was completed in October 2004. Since June 2004, The Electoral Commission has directed that 22 FERs be undertaken. To date these directions have been for reviews in areas with unacceptably high levels of electoral inequality, that is, where levels of representation have worsened significantly since the PER.  

The statutory framework for PERs 

2.4 
The Commission is required to follow the legislation set out principally in the Local Government Act 1992 which places a duty on the Commission to direct The Boundary Committee for England to undertake electoral reviews periodically of each local authority area in England. 

The Committee has to take account of: 

· the need to reflect the identities and interests of local communities; 

· the need to secure effective and convenient local government; and 

· the need to secure equality of representation.  

These criteria are in no order of priority.
2.5 In considering electoral arrangements, the Committee is required to have regard, so far as is reasonably practicable, to rules set out in the Local Government Act 1972. 

2.6 In broad terms, this is all taken to mean that the objective of an electoral review is to ensure that, within the local authority area, the number of electors represented by each councillor is, as nearly as is possible, the same. In moving away from electoral equality the Committee must then take into account: 

· local circumstances, including the need to secure convenient and effective local


government; 

· the identities and interests of local communities; and 

· the need to achieve easily identifiable electoral boundaries.  

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) Select Committee enquiry 

2.7 Earlier this year, the Select Committee held an enquiry into the statutory criteria used to determine ward boundaries.  It concluded that the written evidence suggested the need to secure electoral equality within local authority areas, but that ‘too much weight is given to the criterion of equality of representation’ and ‘not enough is paid to the interests and identities of local communities’. The Committee also asked for simultaneous county and shire district reviews, in order to achieve a closer match of boundaries in these areas, and for the Commission to be given a clearer steer to the consideration of council size. Some of these proposals would require changes to the law. 

The Government’s 10 year vision for local government 

2.8
The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) is in the process of seeking feedback on a range of issues to shape the future role of councils and their elected representatives. The Government has indicated that a White Paper may be issued early in 2006. To date, consultation papers on local leadership and neighbourhoods have been published.  These contain proposals that could have implications for the Commission’s approach to electoral reviews if they were to become law.  

2.8 The Government’s proposals include: 

· being ‘minded to accept’ that whole council elections every four years, as recommended by the Commission, should be introduced for all councils in England. This would mean elections for all councillors every four years, not by halves every two years or thirds three years in four, which is the pattern in many councils at present. 

· the suggestion that elected ward councillors should have a larger role in representing their neighbourhoods and querying whether or not the current workload might have to be reduced to achieve this in some places. This could have implications for the number of councillors in an area if councillors had a larger role to perform. 

· the suggestion that elected ward councillors might better represent a defined geographical area if there were one councillor from each ward. This could affect the ability to recognise community ties in drawing up the boundaries of electoral areas. 

2.9 The Commission will consider any developments in the Government’s thinking in these areas and will take account of the implications if proposals for legislation are made. For the time being, however, the Commission can only conduct reviews on the basis of the law as it stands. 

3 
Issues on which views are sought 

The statutory criteria 

Balancing the statutory criteria 

3.1 The statutory criteria – having regard to identities and interests of communities, effective and convenient local government, and having a duty to achieve equality of representation – are not given any weighting in the 1992 Act or elsewhere. Legal advice over the years on the interpretation of the criteria and the rules has supported the view that the Commission has to reconcile conflicting factors when considering proposals and making its recommendations. 

3.2 
It is regarded as a fundamental democratic principle in legislation on voting and the franchise that each vote has equal value. In these circumstances, it ought to be reasonable to expect there to be equality of representation across the whole of a local authority area as a first principle in electoral reviews. Of the three criteria, only electoral equality can be measured and any changes observed over time. 

3.3 To date, the Commission has taken the view that if electoral inequalities are to be kept to a minimum in formulating electoral schemes, all interested parties should start from the standpoint of trying to achieve absolute electoral equality, then making adjustments for the other factors. In practice: 

· the Commission has generally allowed a higher degree of inequality, for example, where there is a strong case to reflect community identity, the pattern of communities, the configuration of parish boundaries and district wards, and the existence of natural physical boundaries. 

· the Commission has to take an authority-wide view. What might be a more appropriate boundary to reflect community identity in one part of an area might mean unacceptably higher or lower councillor-to-elector ratios elsewhere in the area. 

· the Commission sometimes decides to go against the weight of respondents’ views, which are generally in favour of recognising community identity ahead of electoral equality, if there are reasonable alternatives on the evidence available that provide better levels of electoral equality. 

3.4 An alternative would be to give greater emphasis to community identity. This would be easier to apply in areas where boundaries can be drawn around discrete communities. Significantly greater electoral inequalities would then occur, particularly in rural areas where these would not necessarily closely match the area’s councillor-to-elector ratio.


Community identity 

3.5
The Commission looks for evidence that shows how community identity manifests itself, such as the presence of services and active community groups, and the extent of the area using them. Some respondents have also said that the social make-up of an area, such as the electorate’s housing tenure or ethnicity, is an indicator of community identity. The Commission relies on local submissions and respondents’ proposals to provide information that can substantiate community ties.  

3.6
In practice, the Commission generally receives conflicting information about community identity. Many respondents only make assertions that there are community ties, backed up by write-in campaigns and petitions. Indeed, community identity means different things to different people. It is not unknown for responses from different interested parties to claim very different community ties for the same area, in support of their different proposals. The challenge for the Commission is to try to reconcile these.

3.7 The Commission has sponsored research to identify possible alternative approaches, especially to see if a range of behaviours or measures of people’s sense of belonging would more effectively define community ties and interests.  It concluded that:

· it is difficult to generalise when wards can have anything from 700 to 6,000 electors per councillor and have one, two or three councillors. 

· there is no such thing as an easily delineated community; people’s behaviours that might define a community are not easily isolated and extremely difficult to collect on any large scale to be mapped. 

· data suggesting socio-economic homogeneity in any area whether based on income, household characteristics or ethnicity, is no marker of a community existing. 

· the location and distribution of specific public facilities, particularly shopping centres at various scales, primary schools, health centres and places of worship can point to the cores of communities and the existence of community ties. 

· the location of such facilities is objective information that is readily available, while usage to show catchment areas can be sought from respondents in evidence. 

· once identified, the Commission should ensure that it does not split the cores of communities when drawing boundaries. 


Electoral equality/equality of representation 

3.8 
The Boundary Committee for England aims to make recommendations that minimise electoral imbalances and that will reduce electoral inequality. To measure this, it seeks to keep the elector-to-councillor ratio for individual wards no more than 10% greater or lesser than the average for the whole council area. This is not a hard and fast rule: greater levels have been recommended where, for example, community ties would clearly be broken or where five year forecasts of the electorate indicate a reduction in imbalances in the near future.  

3.9 
Because there is less difficulty in achieving greater electoral equality in built-up areas with a higher density of housing and few parish boundaries, the Commission expects to achieve a higher level of electoral equality in the most urban local authorities.  Much better levels of equality were achieved as a result of a periodic electoral review. The improvements were more significant in London boroughs and other districts with largely urban electorates than in areas where other factors, such as parish boundaries, co-terminosity and community ties had a greater influence.  (co-terminosity means following existing electoral or administrative boundaries when drawing boundaries, such as drawing an electoral boundary to coincide with a parish boundary or make the boundaries of district wards and county divisions coincide.) 


Effective and convenient local government 

3.10 
For electoral reviews, the Commission has taken the view that warding has little or no effect on service delivery, the use of wards for funding allocations and statistical purposes is not relevant, and that consideration should be given to the ease of voting, the efficiency of electoral administration, the effectiveness of representation, and the workload of councillors in its proposals for council size and ward boundaries. 

3.11 
Respondents tend to interpret effective and convenient local government as access to services and suggest that warding changes could affect service delivery and resource allocations. This would be important in a review of local government organisation where administrative boundary changes could affect how people’s services are delivered and their costs. 

3.12 
In balancing these considerations, the Commission observes the statutory rules on aligning electoral and administrative boundaries. These are to contain county divisions within district council boundaries and parish wards or un-warded parishes within a single district ward and county division. It uses parish boundaries as building blocks in areas that are parished and considers the effect of splitting and dividing parishes on the administration of elections and effective representation of electors. In two-tier areas (areas with a district and county council), it considers the effects of splitting district wards to draw boundaries for county divisions on the effective representation of electors. For these, the Commission has set a ‘co-terminosity’ target of 60–80% of county divisions containing only whole district wards.  

3.13 In practice: 

· the Commission generally seeks to avoid dividing parishes into wards if alternatives are available. However, it uses its flexibility to split parishes between district wards by creating wards or changing wards in parishes, to achieve better electoral equality or to take account of community ties. 

· because of the different councillor-to-elector ratios among districts in the same county areas, there is no simple way of matching the allocation of county councillors to each district council area to district ward boundaries.  In spite of this, the Commission has generally been able to meet its coterminosity target in county reviews. 

· there is potentially little to confuse electors at elections where district wards are split, since county and district elections will not take place simultaneously.  It is recognised that splitting can mean a parish has two or more district councillors, or a district ward councillor may have more than one county councillor to liaise with, which can add to councillors’ workloads. 

3.14 The benefits of co-terminosity can be short-lived if there are subsequent Further Electoral Reviews (FERs) of districts in two-tier areas or parish boundary reviews. FERs can change district ward boundaries that have been used as the building blocks for county divisions. Parish reviews can alter parish ward boundaries that may have been used as the building blocks for district wards. 


The timing and scheduling of reviews 

3.15 PERs, such as the one between 1996 and 2004, include all local authorities in a review of all their electoral boundaries. A programme of reviews can be drawn up in advance so that councils are aware of the likely timing of the review of their area with good notice. Such a programme of reviews should not be required very frequently. In between, FERs can be undertaken where there are poor levels of electoral equality, which show no sign of improving over time.  

Further electoral reviews (FERs) 

3.16 
At present, the decision to do a FER is triggered by significant electoral imbalances in a high proportion of electoral areas (30% of wards with a variance in excess of 10%, or one ward with a variance of over 30%). The Commission goes ahead if electorate forecasts suggest no improvement being likely and a review fits with the timing of elections. When deciding on the outcomes of a FER in two-tier areas, no account is taken of the effect of changes on the level of co-terminosity with county divisions. The Commission could seek to improve co-terminosity by subsequently doing a partial review of a county. 

3.17 
Continuing to undertake FERs should delay the need to undertake a PER and ensure that electoral equality is maintained within local authority areas. The Commission has been asked by councils to consider other criteria for deciding whether or not to undertake a FER, such as a wish by a local authority to change council size. 

Another PER programme? 

3.18 The Commission has to decide the interval between programmes of PERs of all local authorities. It recognises that reviews are resource intensive and can be disruptive, and that unless there are significant changes to electorates requiring a FER, warding arrangements ought to be in place for several cycles of elections. At present, the Commission has no immediate plans for another PER programme, but expects deteriorating levels of electoral variance to be a determining factor about the timing of such a programme, as well as the timing of Parliamentary boundary reviews, because wards are the building blocks used to draw constituencies.  (The Commission will become responsible for Parliamentary boundary reviews once the current review – the fifth- is completed in autumn 2006.) 
3.19 
Electoral inequality appears to increase significantly in relatively few local authorities. Before the last PER programme, the average ward variance had risen above 20% in 70 councils (18%). The change in variance since the PERs suggests that the deterioration is, on average, relatively low. In local authorities whose PER was over five years ago, three quarters have a variance within one percentage point of the variance when the PER was completed. 

3.20 
A sixth general review of Parliamentary boundaries will have to be completed sometime between 2014 and 2018 ( reviews are required every 8 – 12 years).  This suggests that the next PER ought to fall between the sixth and seventh reviews and that, in the meantime, the Commission should focus on FERs where acceptable levels of electoral equality have not been maintained and there is a strong case for an interim review. If the Commission were to undertake a PER before the conclusion of a sixth review, then the review would have to be started around 2008. This might be considered too soon for most local authorities. 

3.21
If the Commission planned to repeat the PER after the sixth general review of Parliamentary boundaries, it would be undertaken around 20 years after the last PER for most councils. The PER would include all local authorities, whether or not a FER had been carried out. Alternatively, the PER could be a rolling programme over a longer period in which the earliest reviews are of areas with the worst levels of electoral equality, but at some point all the areas not reviewed are then programmed for a review. It would require the law to be changed for a rolling programme of FERs to replace the need for a PER of all councils. 



Sequencing of reviews in a PER 

3.22 
The Commission has always scheduled two-tier shire district reviews to be completed before county reviews are undertaken because, as far as is practicable, the Commission is expected to take account of the boundaries of district wards in county reviews. The programming of other districts’ and London boroughs’ reviews was fitted around these.  All reviews were timed, as far as possible, to reflect when the new boundaries could be implemented at an election. 

3.23 
There is a case for scheduling county reviews much harder on the heels of shire district reviews in the county’s area, or for them to be carried out virtually concurrently. The law currently requires a county review’s final recommendations to be published after the districts’ reviews have been agreed by the Commission. Carrying them out concurrently would allow the same electorate forecast data to be used, for co-terminosity to be considered when drawing up district wards and for the Commission to use the knowledge of the area gained during the district review in the county review. Implementation dates, however, would vary as councils at present have different electoral cycles. 


Issues and information considered during a review 

Council size: the number of councillors on a local authority 

3.24 
Council size is the starting point in any electoral review, since it determines the optimum councillor-to-elector ratio and leads to conclusions on warding patterns. Though the Commission has to determine the number of councillors on a local authority, there is nothing in the statutory framework that provides any guidance to setting council size. The current pattern, with considerable disparities in size and councillor-to-elector ratios, largely results from the sizes agreed following the reorganisations of local government in 1963 and 1974. At no time has the Government set down exact sizes for councils in England linked to the electorate or other variables.  The Commission’s predecessor, the Local Government Commission for England, established broad size bands for different types of council. In 1999, however, it withdrew these and focused on expecting respondents to explain their proposed council size in terms of their functions, population, democratic arrangements and pattern of work for councillors.  As a consequence of PERs, there has been little overall change to the number of councillors across all local authorities in England. 

3.25 The Commission has indicated in its current guidance that it: 


· has a neutral view on the need for change in any direction; 

· accepts that councils have different traditions in their level and pattern of representation, and have adopted different new democratic arrangements and approaches to community engagement, so that it is appropriate to have diversity; and

· expects councils (and other respondents) to make a case for change and provide evidence in support of this as well as the status quo. 

3.27 
A number of issues around council size suggest that this approach might benefit from revision. There are considerable differences between councils, which on the face of it seem to have very similar characteristics, in the total number of councillors they have and their councillor-to-elector ratios. As a consequence voters in many council areas have very different levels of representation to those in their neighbouring councils. It also means that the Commission is very dependent on the quality of the evidence put forward in submissions. Most respondents find it very difficult to support their case, either for the status quo or for change in relation to the statutory criteria, and do not provide evidence of consultation and consensus to provide a firm basis for the Commission’s decision. 

3.28 As a consequence, the Commission sponsored research and carried out some analysis to see if it could be more prescriptive about what council size would be appropriate for particular local authority areas and what evidence is needed to support council size proposals. The research and analysis suggest that: 

· there is no strong evidence to support either increases or decreases across the board; 

· Councillors’ workload is generally greater where there are more electors per councillor; reductions in numbers of councillors might be difficult to justify in some, though not all, circumstances; increases might be more justifiable in others to keep down workload and maintain contact with electors; 

· some diversity in size ought to be permitted because of the complexity of factors that have to be taken into account and the local circumstances that affect them; 

· there is a reasonably strong correlation between the number of councillors and the size of the electorate.


Electorate forecasts 

3.30 
The Commission is required to take five-year electorate forecasts into account when undertaking electoral reviews. It uses the forecasts in considering electoral equality. Unfortunately, the estimates provided by councils are not very accurate and tend to overestimate growth in the electorate significantly. 

3.31 
Forecasting is inherently difficult, and any lack of accuracy and overestimation may arise from some of the following practices: 

· not taking account of trends in the size of the electorate; 

· not checking against the Office for National Statistics’ (ONS) midyear estimates for the population aged over 18; 

· not taking account of falling household sizes (with current electors moving to new dwellings in the area); 

· assuming all new developments with planning permission will be completed within five years and will contain a standard number of electors per household; and 

· adding in outline planning permissions and other sites where development might be expected when, in practice, many of these will not lead to new housing. 

3.32 
If the Commission had used the base year electorates instead of the five-year forecasts, the difference with the actual electorate after five years would have been no greater in many cases. Better forecasts though, should ensure that high levels of electoral equality can be maintained. It would be to the benefit of all parties – voters, representatives and the Commission – if more accurate forecasts were produced. 

Single and multi-member wards and divisions 
3.33 
Except in metropolitan districts, where the law requires the number of councillors for each electoral area to be divisible by three, the Commission has considerable flexibility over deciding how many councillors electoral areas should have. The Commission has used this flexibility to maintain relatively low levels of electoral variance, avoid breaking community ties and maintain co-terminosity. Because of these benefits, it has not prescribed in its guidance uniform patterns across local authority areas. For example, all wards with single or two councillors; or prescribed a specific pattern for different types of local authority, such as wards with three councillors in all unitary authorities. It has indicated though, that electoral areas should have no more than three councillors, because this is believed to dilute the accountability of individual councillors to their electors. 

3.34 There is no empirical evidence to suggest that one pattern of representation is better than another, from the point of view of either voters or councillors. Even so, the Commission has pointed out elsewhere that in districts with elections by thirds, voters in single and two member wards effectively have fewer chances of voting than electors in three member wards in the same authority. The Commission recognises that its decisions with regard to counties to move away from single-councillor divisions and to recommend some two- and three-councillor electoral areas have not been without controversy. Also that changes in some areas, such as London boroughs, for three-councillor wards reflected the Government’s intentions at the time to move to elections by thirds in all unitary authority areas. 

3.35 
In the metropolitan districts, the inflexibility can mean less than perfect proposals. Accepting arguments on grounds of community ties has meant accepting degrees of ward variance in excess of 10% in some cases, as well as grouping rural communities with the fringes of urban areas with which they have few ties in others. 


Review processes 

Stages of an electoral review 

3.36 The basic stages of a review are set out in the law. The Commission has to consult on a draft proposal and it has to consider representations before it produces such proposals. The Commission has typically allowed 8–12 weeks for each of these stages, adjusting them for local circumstances. The table below sets out the stages in more detail. Experience in the PERs suggests that the intervals allowed for each stage are, by and large, practical though reviews of counties and metropolitan districts often need to take longer. 

Stages 


Period

Description

Preliminary Stage
Typically 

The Committee advises the date for the

12 weeks

review, briefs local authority officers and

council members.  The local authority 

provides preliminary information (maps,

statistics, forecasts etc.)

Stage One

Typically

Commencement of review and 





12 – 15 weeks
submission of proposals to the 








Committee for future electoral 








arrangements.

Stage Two

Typically

The Committee considers proposals,





12 – 16 weeks
determines draft recommendations








and prepares the draft

recommendations report.

Stage Three

Typically 8 weeks
The Committee publishes the draft

recommendations report and invites

representations.

Stage Four

Typically

The Committee considers

12 – 16 weeks
representations, reaches conclusions on

final recommendations and submits a

final report to the Commission.

Post-


Typically

The Commission considers the final

recommendation 
8 – 10 weeks

recommendations and further

Stage





representations received, and reaches 

a decision.

3.37 Before Stage One, however, there could be some merit in having proposals from interested parties on council size and an indication of The Boundary Committee for England’s view. This would enable all interested parties to submit warding proposals on a similar basis (the same number of councillors and councillor-to-elector ratios), enabling a much more informed comparison of proposals to be made. It might also stimulate more interest in the review, at an early stage in the process. This could be carried out alongside the Preliminary Stage of information gathering. 


Communication and consultation 

3.38 
The Commission goes beyond the communication and consultation required by law. Proposals are made available on the Commission’s website and information is circulated to interested parties at each stage, to raise awareness of the review. It is the Commission’s intention to follow the Government’s good practice guidelines on consultation and to increase from eight to 12 weeks the period allowed for responses. 

3.39 
The Commission would like to enhance its communication and consultation processes, the quantity, quality and timeliness of information it receives; and the recommendations it makes. It is recognised that there are not likely to be high levels of public interest in electoral reviews, compared with local authority boundary reviews and with lots of other matters affecting public services. In most reviews, there is little interest from many people until there is a proposal on the table that is widely publicised. 

3.40 The Commission would like to encourage a wider range of informed submissions, ideally based on local consultation before they are presented. The Commission is considering whether or not its staff should be available in the area, for a short period, to provide any guidance to councils and other interested parties during Stage One, and to request councils to make available locally the responses to consultation on their own proposals. The Commission is considering how it can more actively publicise the review proposals, and assist interested parties and individuals, especially parish councils, to make comments on them. 


Naming wards 

3.41 A ward name is generally proposed by respondents. The Commission often has to choose between different proposals. It generally looks for names that describe the communities in a ward or division and will assist voters to identify with the electoral area. At present, wards can only be named or re-named as part of an electoral review. There are often requests from parish and district councils to alter names. 

Other considerations 

Summary of Questions
1. 
Are the three criteria: (1) having regard to identities and interests of communities, (2) effective and convenient local government, and  

(3) having a duty to achieve equality of representation, the most appropriate factors for determining electoral boundaries? 

2. What evidence can the Commission use to understand community identity?

3. 
How far is it reasonable for the Commission to depart from electoral equality in reaching its decisions? 

4. 
What evidence can the Commission use to indicate effective and convenient local government? 

5. 
Are the criteria the Commission uses to decide when to undertake Further Electoral Reviews – 30% of wards with a variance in excess of 10%, or one ward with a variance of over 30% – appropriate? 

6. 
Should the Commission make plans for another programme of PERs?

7. Should the Commission aim to review two-tier areas – districts

and counties – simultaneously or overlap the county review with

that of the districts?

8. Should the Commission maintain its current approach to determine council size or give more specific guidance, such as a formula or banding scheme, linked to councils’ electorate size and functions?

9. 
Should the Commission continue to expect all local authorities to provide five-year electorate forecasts? 

10. 
Should the Commission be prescriptive about the number of councillors per ward or division throughout an area, such as having one councillor per ward or division? 

11.
Should the Commission make any changes to the length and nature of the stages of a PER? 

12.
What can the Commission do to make people more aware of, and get involved in, electoral reviews and the proposals being made? 

13.
Should the name of a ward be open to change without the need for a review by The Boundary Committee for England? 

14.
Are there any other changes that the Commission could make to enhance the process for conducting electoral reviews? 

Q1 	Are the three criteria: 1. having regard to identities and interests of communities, 2. effective and convenient local government, and  


3. having a duty to achieve equality of representation, the most appropriate factors for determining electoral boundaries? 


Should all of the criteria be given equal weight?  


Is it appropriate to start, as the Commission does, with electoral equality or should there be a different approach?  


If a greater weight were given to community identity, would a higher level of electoral inequality be acceptable? 








Q2 	What evidence can the Commission use to understand community identity?  


can community identity be recognised through the location of public facilities to identify the cores of communities? 


should the Commission adopt this approach in its consideration of community identity? 


if it did, are there other public facilities that could be used and easily provided as evidence? 








Q3 	How far is it reasonable for the Commission to depart from electoral equality in reaching its decisions? 


should this figure be higher or lower than the measure used of no more than 10% greater or lesser than the average number of electors per councillor for the whole area? 


should the figure vary between different areas? 








Q4 	What evidence can the Commission use to indicate effective and convenient local government? 


How far do you agree with how we interpret effective and convenient local government for the purpose of defining electoral areas? 


Are there benefits in seeking a high degree of matching between boundaries (co-terminosity), especially in two-tier areas?  


Should the Commission set such a target for co-terminosity?  


Should the Commission set such a target for parish boundaries in district wards? 








Q5 	Are the criteria the Commission uses to decide when to undertake FERs – 30% of wards with a variance in excess of 10%, or one ward with a variance of over 30% – appropriate? 


Should the Commission invite requests from councils for a FER? 


What justification should the Commission require for reviews undertaken on grounds other than electoral equality? 








Q6 	Should the Commission make plans for another programme of PERs? 


What approach should the Commission take to the timing of another PER and the scheduling of reviews within it?  


What factors should be taken into account when scheduling reviews? 








Q7 	Should the Commission aim to review two-tier areas – districts


 and counties – simultaneously or overlap the county review with


 that of the districts?





Q8 	Should the Commission maintain its current approach to


determine council size or give more specific guidance, such as 


a formula or banding scheme, linked to councils’ electorate 


size and functions?





What evidence should be expected from respondents to argue the case for council size?  


Would comparative information, such as indicators of the broad council size norms linked to electorate size, provide councils as well as the Commission with some guidance in considering proposals? 








Q9 	Should the Commission continue to expect all local authorities to provide five-year electorate forecasts? 


Can the Commission support local authorities to provide better electorate forecasts with some guidance? If so, what form should any guidance take? 








Q10 Should the Commission be prescriptive about the number of councillors per ward or division throughout an area, such as having one councillor per ward or division? 


Should the number of councillors for wards in metropolitan districts be as flexible as in other areas and should the Commission seek to change the legislation? 


Should the Commission continue to set a maximum of three councillors for all electoral areas? 








Q11 Should the Commission make any changes to the length and nature of the stages of a PER? 


Would there be value in considering council size ahead of Stage One? 








Q12 What can the Commission do to make people more aware of, and get involved in, electoral reviews and the proposals being made? 


Would more proactive local publicity stimulate more interest at appropriate stages and more informed responses? 








Q13 Should the name of a ward be open to change without the need for a review by The Boundary Committee for England? 








Q14 Are there any other changes that the Commission could make to enhance the process for conducting electoral reviews? 











1 IF  = 1 "Note: in compliance with section 100d of the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers: Electoral Commission Consultation Paper 'Periodic Electoral Reviews' Sept 2005" \* MERGEFORMAT 
Note: in compliance with section 100d of the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985 the report has been prepared in part from the following papers: Electoral Commission Consultation Paper 'Periodic Electoral Reviews' Sept 2005


1


