ELECTIONS AND PURDAH: APPENDIX 6
Frequently asked questions

Q1. What is the Purdah Period?

A2. It is the period between notice of an election and the election when restrictions apply to local authorities on what publicity they can undertake and on what topics they may comment.  During this period the Council avoids mention of any Councillor who is seeking re-election in our publicity or in material relating to events held during the period.  Nor can we publish anything which deals with controversial issues or policies which maybe identifiable to particular political parties.

Q2. When does it start and end?

A2. It starts on 29th March and ends on 6th May (inclusive).

Q3. What restrictions apply to meetings of the Council in the Purdah Period?

           A3. The restrictions apply to publicity and pro-active events during the period. Any meetings which are necessary to ensure the functions of the Council are carried out shall continue even if they involve Members standing for re-election.  However, the publicity issued by the Council after such a meeting may be affected by the restrictions.  In addition, if a public meeting or event has been arranged to deal with a particular topic which may be controversial or aligned to a particular party policy, this may have to be cancelled.  Whether such an event can continue will depend on the necessity to hold it and the ability to ensure a balanced and equal input from all political parties/those involved in the election.  Generally, such proactive events will be cancelled during the period.

           Q4. Can Members continue to have meetings with the community during the purdah period?

           A4. Yes, if these are directly linked to the functions of the Council and are part of the ordinary business of the Council’s service delivery.  However, care will need to be taken to ensure a balanced approach, access and equal opportunity for all political groups/those standing for election.  Members should also ensure they do not use such meetings for “political” purposes or to canvass or seek to obtain political support.

Q5. Can the Council ever comment on misleading campaign material? 

A5. In some circumstances it may be acceptable to “put the record straight” if damaging misinformation has been circulated as part of a campaign or for any other reason.  This will be an exceptional case and typically may arise, for example, where the inaccurate statements relate to race and may damage community relations.  The Council is always under a duty to eliminate unlawful racial discrimination, promote equality of opportunity, and promote good relations between people of different racial groups. 

Q6. What about community events arranged by groups outside the Council?

A6. If the group or event is not financed or run by the Council directly or indirectly this is not a problem. However, many local groups are supported financially by the Council and their events will be caught by the rules.  In that case careful consideration needs to be given as to whether councillors, MPs or candidates should be invited, and the same care needs to be taken around publicity.

Some community groups which Council officers attend or service may invite councillors, MPs or candidates to speak at their meetings.  It is important that officer attendance at these meetings does not imply a preference for a particular candidate or their party – it is therefore best to avoid these situations except where all political parties are represented.  If this is not possible then officers are requested not to share the same platform with the councillors, MPs or candidates, thus avoiding the inference that the officer is endorsing a particular candidate or their party. Alternatively the officer should request that all Council-related issues are dealt with first and then politely leave before any political debate takes place.

Q7 What about members links to blogs?
A7. Some members have links to blogs on the Council’s website; these will be removed during the pre-election period
Q8. Consultation exercise

We are conducting a consultation exercise in the area surrounding the proposed site of a new secondary school.

As part of this exercise we are scheduled to hold discussion groups with local residents who have been invited based on our door-knocking exercise we have held over the last few weeks. These events follow two similar previous events which occurred outside the purdah period. The previous events have involved the lead Cabinet Member, but we took the decision for her not to attend the forthcoming events in light of purdah.

The consultation exercise has involved issuing a direct mail letter from the Cabinet Member and a newsletter to the local area in recent weeks as well as carrying out door-knocking of local residents, so these events are very much part of an on-going process of our business as usual of appropriate consultation. Can these events continue during purdah?
A8. This is part of an ongoing consultation exercise and should therefore be regarded as "business as usual". There is no reason to postpone these planned events. However, due caution must, of course, be exercised in relation to any further publicity, including newsletters and mailshots, produced by the Council during purdah. If any are planned, they must be factual and neutral and should not include statements from any politicians.

Q9. Staff conference

I’m organising a departmental staff conference. This falls during the purdah period. In terms of Cabinet members attending/speaking – what would be the drill here? Would it be ok to issue an invitation for them to drop in and network rather than speaking at the event? We have several Cabinet Members and Deputy Members. It is an internal staff conference and all publicity has been confined to internal channels.
A9. As this is a purely "internal" event, (i.e. there will not be guest speakers from outside of the Council and it will not be publicised outside of the Council's internal communications), this should be treated as "business as usual" and invitations can be sent to members. It is important to bear in mind that, if any press releases, articles in the Council’s newspaper, etc are planned for before or after the event, they must not include any quotes from councillors - such quotes should come from the Executive Director.
 

The timing is a little sensitive but if a conference is to be held at all, there are certainly no grounds from the "political publicity" perspective to postpone it until after the elections - it is ultimately a judgement call for officers and the Cabinet member.

There is no reason why the Cabinet Member can't speak at the conference - the issue is that the Council can't issue any publicity which includes any quotes from her or extracts from her speech - these should be left to a senior officer and should not stray into areas of political controversy.
 

Q10. Celebratory event/launch

(a) We are holding an event shortly to celebrate the completion of a major refurbishment scheme. We were hoping that a Councillor from Lambeth would be able to speak at the launch (along with a Councillor from a neighbouring borough) but I am aware that the Council has now entered a purdah period and wanted to clarify whether a Councillor is able to speak at such an event or if purdah rules this out. If they are unable to speak are they able to attend such an event purely as a guest? Also if I am right in assuming that it is only Councillors that are affected by purdah or does it extend to senior council management?

A10(a). The event can go ahead as planned - the effect of the purdah period is that any Council-produced publicity (which includes press releases, articles in the Council’s newspaper, leaflets, etc) must be strictly neutral/factual and cannot include any quotes from Councillors. In these circumstances, any quotes will need to come from the Executive Director or CE. Councillors can therefore be invited to attend/speak but please ensure that any invitations to attend go to all party groups and independent members.
 

10(b) The attached is a list of events that my team plan to carry out during the purdah period. I am aware that there is to be no published article with quotes from any of our councillors. Does this apply to ministers as well?  We are having an opening ceremony for a school during the purdah period. We will have a minister as our VIP guest and of course the attendant press. I assume that the Council’s press releases cannot carry any quotes from the minister? 

A10(b). No quotes can be published by the Council from the Minister or any councillors. Council publicity must be limited to a factual report of the visit and its purpose. As Parents for Schools have organised this, they can issue their own publicity, provided they are not funded by the Council for these purposes.

10(c) Is it appropriate to invite a local MP to a conference we're running during purdah? Or best to avoid all elected politicians during this period?

A10(c). It is best not to involve MPs in Council events during purdah, as the guidance note indicates. If this had been a long-standing commitment then it could proceed, but there would be no question of the Council issuing any publicity relating to the MPs involvement, eg photos or quotes. The prudent approach is to avoid any potential problems by not issuing an invitation. However, if an invitation is to be issued, it should be extended to all of the borough’s MPs.
Q11. Ministerial visits

I have looked at the purdah guidance and would be very grateful for some clarification on the ministerial visit which is scheduled to take place during the purdah period. The Minister for Local Government has agreed to visit and formally open the centre. 

In terms of the publicity, we would want to issue a press release and place a feature in the Council’s newspaper. Both these stories would need to be accompanied by images including the minister and also quotes.

Can you let me know what elements of this proposal would not be possible under purdah guidelines?

A11. Although we are in the purdah period there is no reason why the visit cannot go ahead. However, we need to ensure consistency of approach regarding Ministerial visits and should therefore follow the guidance in the briefing note, ie the Council should not issue any publicity in relation to the visit. Please also ensure that, if any invitations are sent to any Cabinet members or other administration members to attend the event, they should also be sent to the other political groups.

Q12. Councillor information

You may have noticed that we have a board with ward information in the Town hall reception which contains contact information for each ward councillor and also I have surgery posters for each ward – can we continue to use these during purdah as they are standard information?

A12. There is no problem with this - as long as all members of the Council are included.
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