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Summary:-

The Report sets out details of an invitation from the DTLR for Local Authorities to participate in Electoral Pilot Schemes in the Local Elections in May 2002.  

Recommendation:-

1.
The options open to the Council are:-

(a)
Take no further action or

(b)
Request Officers to prepare detailed proposals based on an agreed preference (or preferences) for consideration by the Council at a special meeting to be arranged before the end of the year.  This would need to address matters such as resource implications and any additional costs which might fall on the Council in participating in any pilot scheme.

2.
The Council is requested to resolve which option it wishes officers to pursue.

Contact Officer:
John Egan
Ext:
 7004

1.
ELECTORAL PILOT SCHEMES

1.1
The Government has invited all local authorities with elections in May 2002 to apply to run pilot schemes to try out new electoral procedures.  Applications must be submitted by the end of the year.  

1.2
The Council is asked to decide whether it would wish to participate and, if so, to indicate its preference for the type of innovation it would like to pilot.

2.
INTRODUCTION

2.1
The Representation of the People Act 2000 (Section 10) allows local authorities to run pilot schemes to experiment with alternative voting arrangements at local elections with the aim of re‑engaging electors with the democratic process.  All schemes need the prior approval of the Secretary of State for Transport, Local Government and the Regions.

2.2
The first pilots were undertaken in 2000 when thirty two local authorities ran a total of thirty eight different pilots at the May elections.  The Local Government Association's evaluation of those schemes is attached as an Appendix.  Pilots were not conducted this year because they are not permitted if parliamentary and local government elections are held on the same day.

3.
PILOTS 2002

3.1
The Department is keen to re-establish the momentum for electoral reform and has invited authorities with elections in May next year to apply by 31 December to run pilot schemes to make voting straight forward, efficient, secure and readily accessible to all electors.  In particular, as part of its aim to extend electronic government, the Department would welcome applications involving:

· electronic voting - from a conventional polling station but voters mark their choice electronically rather than on paper.  Votes are also counted on individual machines.
· electronic counting - voters mark their choice on a ballot paper at the polling station or by post, which can be read and counted electronically.  
· Online voting - over the internet connected to the electoral roll.  
Government funding for equipment and training would be provided.  

3.2
The Department is also seeking applications from Councils to carry out pilots covering postal and telephone voting and any other innovations to make voting more convenient.  There would be no central funding for schemes of this type although non-financial support for all pilots would be available from the Electoral Commission.


In considering which applications to approve, the Secretary of State will look for schemes which appear likely to:

· Make voting more straight forward

· Make elections more accessible either by making it more convenient to vote or by making voting more attractive to those currently less likely to vote.

· Make the administration of elections more efficient and cost effective.  

· Maintain or increase the level of security at elections.  

3.3
It is important to note that broad cross-party support within the authority for any application will be required and the Department will be looking for schemes which encompass a number of wards or indeed the whole authority to provide a broad base for evaluating effectiveness.  The Electoral Commission will evaluate every pilot scheme and recommend whether any particular procedures should be rolled out nationally.  


Applicants will be notified of the outcome of their applications by 31 January 2002.  

3.4
When considering the Department's invitation to apply to run a pilot scheme, the Council will need to decide initially whether it wishes to participate and then, if it does, determine the nature and extent of its preferred scheme.  The factors to be taken into account in assessing whether to submit an application include:

· The value of contributing to and perhaps influencing the Government's plans for modernising democracy.

· The early opportunity to increase turnout and/or make voting easier locally.

· The financial implications.

· The possible reaction of voters and candidates.

· The impact on the administration of elections in any wards outside the scope of the pilot scheme.  

· The resource implications on what is a small electoral registration section.

· Any additional financial costs which might fall on the Council.  

4.
TYPE OF SCHEME

4.1
If the Council decides to volunteer to run a pilot, the nature of the proposed scheme will depend on the priority accorded to the aims of the various options.  For example, the Local Government Association's evaluation of the earlier pilots (see Appendix) shows that while electronic voting and counting may contribute to the efficiency of the election, they may not in themselves have much impact on the level of participation.  If, on the other hand, the Council took the view that enhancing turnout was the prime objective, then all postal ballots were most effective.  This is borne out by the results of two local referenda on local budgets carried out by Electoral Reform Services in February 2001 on behalf of authorities in Bristol and Croydon and involving over 500,000 voters.  Given the choice between voting by post, telephone or the internet, over 90% of those who voted chose to do so by post.  This was in line with other large scale ballots run by the company.  

4.2
Although telephone and internet voting have yet to be piloted at local government elections, there would appear to be a balance to be struck between the apparent convenience of these means of voting and the possible alienation of those who do not have access to or are unfamiliar with the new technologies.  These particular innovations may be more useful at present as an alternative way of voting rather than as a replacement for the more traditional methods.  

4.3
Any proposed scheme would also have to be as secure as existing procedures while at the same time maintaining a degree of scrutiny to ensure free and fair elections.  Postal voting, for example, is more open to the possibility of fraud than other methods of voting and there is currently no means of checking who has and who has not voted.  The provision of the equivalent of a marked polling station register is perhaps one feature of a postal vote scheme which could be piloted.  

5.
EXTENT OF SCHEME

5.1
The Council would also need to decide whether the pilot should apply to specific wards only (involving the selection of the wards concerned) or should extend to all wards being contested.

5.2
Schemes involving electronic voting and/or counting, telephone and internet voting could be carried out either in particular wards or authority-wide.  All postal ballots in specific wards, however, are more likely to affect the organisation of the elections in those wards which were not part of the pilot because the normal election arrangements would still have to be made in those wards.  If postal voting were the chosen option, it may be preferable from a practical point of view to concentrate resources on running an authority-wide postal ballot rather than one in specific wards only.  

6.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

6.1
To encourage electronic voting pilots, the government is proposing to co-ordinate the procurement and distribution of electronic voting equipment.  Assuming this equipment was made available free of charge to piloting authorities, the standard election costs of setting up and manning polling stations would still fall to be met by the Council but there would be potential savings in stationery and counting costs.  

6.2
No additional government funding will be made available for schemes involving postal or telephone voting and any additional costs would have to be borne by the Council.  The results of the earlier pilots suggested that postal voting schemes are more expensive than normal conventional elections.  Savings may however be available in some rural wards where more polling stations are required to serve smaller electorates than in urban wards.  It may be that an authority wide postal scheme would be no more expensive than a normal election.  Further work would be required to assess the likely costs.  

7.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
It is recommended that, if the Council is minded to apply to run a pilot scheme, they indicate the nature and scope of their preferred option and officers prepare detailed proposals and costings for consideration at a  special Council meeting before the end of the year in order to submit any formal bid by 31 December next.  Under the Council's Constitution, submitting proposals to the Secretary of State for such a pilot scheme is reserved to the full Council.  

7.2
The options open to the Council are:

(a)
Take no further action or

(b)
Request Officers to prepare detailed proposals based on an agreed preference (or preferences) for consideration by the Council at a special meeting to be arranged before the end of the year.  This would need to address matters such as resource implications and any additional costs which might fall on the Council in participating in any pilot scheme.  

7.3
The Council is requested to resolve which option it wishes officers to pursue.

JOHN EGAN

CITY SOLICITOR AND SECRETARY 
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APPENDIX

EVALUATION OF MAY 2000 PILOTS

The schemes piloted in May 2002 can be divided into eight different types:

· Postal voting on demand (now universal under 2001 Regulations)

· All postal ballots

· Early or advance voting

· Extended polling hours 

· Weekend polling

· Mobile polling stations

· Freepost communication by candidates to electors

· Electronic voting and counting  

The Local Government Association evaluated the schemes and assessed how far each could be judged a success against the following criteria set by the Home Office:

1.
Was turnout higher than it would otherwise have been?

2.
Did voters find the new arrangements easy to use?

3.
Did the new procedure lead to any increase in impersonation or other electoral fraud?

4.
Did the procedures lead to an increase or a saving in expenditure?

The LGA’s evaluation of the pilots is summarised in Table 1 and the key findings are outlined below.

WAS TURNOUT ENHANCED?

For most observers the key issue was whether turnout was improved.  The seven authorities which conducted all postal ballots in selected wards all saw sharp increases in turnout.  In most cases there was a 50% or greater rise in the number of electors voting compared with 1999.  These increases are even more impressive given that almost all the pilots took place, for understandable reasons, in ‘safe’ seats with traditionally low levels of party activity and competition.

WERE THE NEW ARRANGEMENTS EASY TO USE?

The various new arrangements were generally welcomed by those electors who did make use of them.  Prior voter education appeared to be an important element in the success of schemes involving electronic voting. 

WAS THERE ANY INCREASE IN ELECTORAL FRAUD?
Although no authority was able to provide positive evidence that any of the pilots has resulted in an increase in fraud, several recognised that the issue must be addressed if certain types of new arrangement are to be extended nationally in future, particularly those schemes involving postal voting.  The current requirement for postal voters to complete and have witnessed a declaration of identity can act as a disincentive to vote.  Dispensing with the declaration, however, increases the opportunity for the unscrupulous to cast multiple votes.

DID THE SCHEMES RESULT IN AN INCREASE OR SAVING IN EXPENDITURE?
The pilots resulted in a net increase in expenditure for almost all authorities because in most cases facilities were provided above and beyond those required for a normal election.  The high costs involved in purchasing voting machines are likely to be prohibitive for most authorities and electronic voting on a national scale would require government funding.  

For all its success in increasing turnout, postal voting too proved expensive to implement.  There seemed to be some consensus that the cost of an all postal scheme was perhaps twice that of a conventional election.  This would make it too costly to roll out across an entire local authority area without significant reform and mechanisation of the process.

CONCLUSIONS

The Local Government Association concluded that it was difficult to come to an overall judgement about the success of the pilots.  They were certainly welcomed by those electors who made use of them.  On the other hand, they cost local authorities money and resulted in an increase in turnout only where votes could be cast by post.  Postal voting, however, appears to be more expensive than the conventional system and gives rise to concerns about possible electoral fraud.
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