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The three Associations welcome the opportunity to comment on the consultation in relation to registered party descriptions.  The original changes to the legislation requiring registration of political parties’ names were brought in by the UK Parliament in 1998 and the law has been subsequently amended in 2000 and also most recently in 2006.  The Associations urge that when changes are made to electoral legislation, consideration must be given to all stakeholders’ interests, primarily those of the voters, but not exclusively.  In this case, a balance has to be struck between the interests of political parties and other candidates in engaging the electorate in a healthy democracy, and those of the voters who should be given clear choices when they are asked to vote.  
The Associations answer the questions posed in the consultation paper as follows:

1.  
Should political parties be allowed to use any description on the ballot paper other than their registered party name?


The Associations have a firm view that only the registered party name should appear on ballot papers.  Parties should have only one registered party name, with geographical variations, and not the current situation under the Electoral Administration Act 2006 which allows up to 12 descriptions to be registered with the Commission.  In essence, the Associations support a return to the position in relation to party names and their variation which applied before the 2006 Act.

2.  
Should registered party names appear on ballot papers before any registered party description?


No.  The Associations oppose the use of party descriptions because, in their view, their inclusion on the ballot paper, even with the registered party names appearing first, is likely to lead to some voters being confused due to the amount of information that would appear on the ballot paper.  The ballot paper is the key document which the voter must read and understand to cast their vote in the manner in which they wish it  to be counted, and the layout should be as simple and clear for them to make their choice of candidate.  The interests of the voters in this regard should outweigh those of the political parties and candidates seeking to use the ballot paper as a means of communicating their policies and views to the electorate.  If registered party descriptions, other than geographical ones, are to continue to be allowed, the Electoral Commission should undertake further research to establish the extent to which the risk of voter confusion would arise across the spectrum of the electorate.  Once the style of ballot paper has been determined by Parliament, it should apply to all elections so that the voters are not faced with changing styles from election to election.

       The Associations would question the continued validity of Ministers retaining the powers given to them under the Electoral Administration Act 2006 to prescribe a different form of ballot paper from that set out in the Parliamentary Elections Rules.

3.  
If parties continue to be allowed to register descriptions, what do you consider to be an appropriate number and why?


The number of descriptions should be restricted to the three regional descriptions within GB, ie English, Scottish and Welsh.

4.  
Should two parties wishing to stand joint candidates be able to register more than one (currently the limit) joint description?  If so, what would you consider to be an appropriate number and why?


Yes, regional/ geographic descriptions should be allowed as for single parties.

5.  
Should the PPERA provisions be extended to provide the Commission with a general discretionary power regarding the acceptance or rejection of party names and descriptions which might mislead the voter?  If so, how would you define a description which misleads the voter?


No.  If descriptions are restricted to regional/ geographic ones, this issue would not arise.

6.  
Should the names of individuals be permitted in party names?


Yes, if an individual’s name forms part of the party’s registered name.

7.  
Should the names of individuals be permitted in party descriptions?


Names should only be included if they are part of the registered name of the party.  Allowing names of individuals on the ballot paper is likely to lead to confusion of some voters as to whom they are being asked to vote for – political party or individual.  
8.  
Should there be any restrictions on the use of geographic or locality names within the description?  If so, what restrictions would you recommend and why?


No, provided that the geographic description forms part of the party name.

9.  
Should the Commission seek to establish a monthly closing date for registering or amending descriptions and emblems to overcome the timing issues raised during the elections in May 2007?


Allowing descriptions to be registered during the nomination period creates unnecessary difficulties for candidates and Returning Officers in determining the validity of nomination papers generally, and also any objections thereto in the types of election where this is allowed.  So, a monthly closing date should be fixed for fixed date elections and a suitable formula found for fixing closing dates for variable elections such as a general election or any type of by-election where there is less time for parties to become registered or change their registered entries.  
10.  
Should the legislation be amended, to prevent new descriptions from being registered, and to prevent existing descriptions from being amended, during the nomination period?


If parties are allowed to continue to register descriptions, the legislation should be amended, as in answer 9, to establish a closing date suitable for the type of election

11.  Should legislation be amended to allow the Commission to review party names, descriptions and emblems after their registration?

       The Commission should have the power to correct minor or procedural errors,  similar to the powers given to  Returning Officers in relation to nomination papers and other procedural matters under the Electoral Administration Act 2006.  The Commission should also be given powers to deal with any representations or complaints received after an election in relation to entries in the register of political parties.

