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The three Associations welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to further consultation on implementing the recommendations in the Gould report and look forward to commenting on these in detail.  We will welcome a critical analysis of Gould’s recommendations to confirm whether they will deliver a better service for electors.  Meantime we make the following comments in relation to the Scottish Government’s published response to the Independent Review of last year’s elections and its consultation on decoupling the elections.  We have approached the issues and questions raised, on the basis of what is in the best interest of electors.
Chapter 2 – Responsibility for Scottish Parliamentary Elections

Section 2.5 – The Associations recognise the consensus in the Scottish Parliament that there should be a coherent and unified organisation based in Scotland, clearly accountable to Scottish Ministers, Parliament and people, working under a legal framework set in Scotland, in line with the principles of devolution.  We look forward to further consultation on the proposed structure that appointing a Chief Returning Officer would bring but would urge Ministers to keep an open mind to other options.  We believe that an alternative approach worthy of evaluation could be based around:

· a strengthened Scottish Elections Steering Group;

· the deployment of resources needed to support a Chief Returning Officer to allow Returning Officers locally to extend their elections capacity through additional staff recruitment and more training and development;

· a joint agreement across all Returning Officers to ensure consistency in election administration across the country;

· a commitment by Returning Officers to secure, within a defined period, an independently verified quality assurance certification; and

· a commitment by Returning Officers to report, say within three months, on the conduct of the election in their area.  Such reports would incorporate the publication of performance measures currently being developed by the Electoral Commission.

Vitally, we consider that changes, whatever they are, should take place for all elections and not just those for the Scottish Parliament or local government.  

Chapter 3 – Other recommendations for Scottish Parliamentary Elections 

Section 3.1- Ballot papers

The Associations agree that any decisions on the design and approaches to ballot paper positioning of parties for the Scottish Parliamentary ballot paper(s) should be taken with the voter as the primary consideration.  Further discussion and market research should be taken on this as proposed by the Electoral Commission.  Superficially, it is attractive to consider randomising the order in which candidates/ parties appear on the ballot paper.  Potentially, however, it might become more difficult for some voters to cast their votes, or for candidates and parties to tell their supporters how to identify which candidate to vote for.  A consequence could be an increase in spoilt ballot papers, or in the number of electors deciding not to vote at all.  The system would thus have been improved for candidates/parties but not for voters. 

We believe it to be in the best interests of voters to have a listing system on ballot papers which is uniform across all elections.
We welcome that the Electoral Commission has announced proposals to develop a plan for a set of UK wide standards on the accessibility, design and usability of ballot papers and associated stationery by 30 September 2008.  

Section 3.3 - Electronic Count

The Associations agree that it is important to re-build confidence in electronic counting and other electoral processes.  We welcome the indication that electronic counting should not be ruled out for future elections, following further research of the necessary technology, and taking into account results/outcomes from 1 May 2008 English Local Elections.  We are keen to modernise the administration of elections where this is in the interests of electors and efficiency.

Chapter 4 – Local Government Elections

Section 4.1 – Legislation

The Associations note and support the recommendation that any future legislation relating to elections be on the statute books at least six months ahead of an election.  Any legislation brought in within that six month window would not apply until after the date of the election.  We also welcome the examination of existing legislation and the scope for producing a timetable for consolidation of both primary and secondary legislation relating to elections.

Section 4.2 - Roles, Relationships and Accountability

The Associations are aware of differing views on the recommendation to create a Chief Returning Officer (CRO) post.  As stated in relation to Section 2.5, we look forward to a detailed consultation paper on the creation of a CRO for Scotland.  We suggest that this should take account of any views expressed by the Electoral Commission following its current consultation on the structure of electoral administration in the UK.

Section 4.3 - Planning and Timing

Ministers will be aware that the Elections Steering Group has been reconvened and is considering how its remit and working arrangements can be developed to deliver an improved service while discussion on future structures takes place.  In the interim it will be chaired by a SOLACE (Scotland) representative.

Section 4.5.1 - Ballot Paper Design

See Section 3.1 above. 

Section 4.7 - Ballot boxes, security and secrecy

The interests of the voter are best served by ensuring that secrecy of a ballot paper between the voting booth and ballot box is be maintained, especially if a ballot paper could not be folded prior to being placed in the ballot box.  The Associations welcome future discussion on a suitable solution to this. 

Section 4.8 - Public Information

Referring to the recommendation for standardised Scotland wide training of Information Officers, the Associations feel that many Information Officers undertook the excellent work on 3 May 2007.  We are also aware that there were polling places where this service could have been better and that, depending on resources available, better targeted recruitment and training may be needed.

We support investigation into methods of raising public awareness,  supported by guidance from the Electoral Commission who are in the process of introducing performance standards which will cover ERO’s and RO’s public awareness strategies.

Section 4.10 - Electronic Counting and Counting procedures

The Associations welcome the commitment to electronic counting for local government elections.  We recognise that it is vital to renew public confidence in the process and also ensure that the end processes are managed properly to ensure that candidates are given full information and time to digest provisional results prior to their confirmation.

We urge Scottish Government to commit, by no later than January 2009, to supporting arrangements for the next elections both financially and administratively and to renew the partnership approach to procuring the correct contractor(s).
It is suggested that rather than parallel counting at by-elections there should be much larger-scale controlled testing of any future system and that these tests are made accessible as possible to interested groups or individuals.

We also noted that T Aitchison, CEC Returning Officer, as Chair of the E-counting User Group had personally signed a document in August 2006 stating that the User Group did not support auto adjudication of ballot papers.  Despite this, auto adjudication had taken place at each count location throughout Scotland.  We welcome recent confirmation that this paragraph misrepresents the Returning Officer’s views about auto adjudication and should not have been drafted in this way. 
Annex A – Decoupling the Scottish Parliamentary and Local Government Elections

Question

Do you agree that the elections should be decoupled? (Consultation Paper, Annex A Paragraphs 10 - 14) 
The Associations are in favour of de-coupling and recognise, also, that there was a consensus in the Scottish Parliament for this to happen. 

Because there are a wide range of views on the options presented, it suggests that further discussion of the issues involved in relation to alternative dates for elections is desirable before the Scottish Government reaches a final conclusion on the issue.

Question

· When should the next set of Local Government Elections be held? (Consultation Paper, Paragraphs 18- 20)
	The Association recognise that Option 2 -  moving to holding the local government elections halfway through the term of the Scottish Parliament by introducing two 5 year terms for local government seems to have significant levels of support.

However, we also recognise that this option has a potential downside for local government in that it could become the focus of a ‘mid-term’ protest vote against the Scottish Government and Parliament rather than a focus on local government issues.

There are benefits and difficulties raised under each Option e.g. too short a time period between elections could prove difficult to arrange administratively and would urge against holding elections in the same year.




Question

· What issues or problems do you envisage encountering by moving the elections to any of the options outlined and what solutions would you suggest?

	Moving the elections to any of the options outlined would inevitably result in increased costs for the administration of elections for both political parties and Councils.

Option 1 – two elections in one year will place significant strain on both political party and local authority resources, and could lead to voter fatigue.
Options 2 and 3 will, in 2012, mean that elections will be held at the same time as those for the London Mayor and the GLA.  This might lead to difficulty in procuring a suitable single supplier who can manage the complexities of providing a service for 32 Returning Officers.  The recent GLA/ Mayoral elections concentrated counting in a small number of count centres and Scottish Returning Officers may have to consider similar arrangements to ensure that technical support can be provided by any e-counting supplier.

Option 4 - could possibly increase the number of local government by-elections owing to   Councillors standing for election to the Scottish Parliament.  The procurement process for an e-counting supplier would face similar difficulties to those experienced in the lead-up to 2007.  in particular, there would be insufficient time to demonstrate the suitability of the system and re-build electors’ confidence in the technology.




