Organising a Parish Poll

How do I call a referendum?

Referenda can be called in any civic parish in England (Community in Wales). A parish is the smallest level of local government and generally covers small towns and villages in rural areas. This means that London and most large cities are excluded from the provisions of the Act.

There are two stages to the process. The first is to convene a parish meeting and the second is to vote in favour of holding a parish referendum at the meeting.

1) Convening a parish meeting

· Six or more parishioners, who must all be on the electoral roll for the parish, can convene a parish meeting to consider any business which is a matter of concern to the parish. There is no requirement in the Act for parishioners to ask for the permission of the Parish Council to do this - we have the right to do it on our own. In the interests of building good relations with your parish officers and bringing them with you, however, it is obviously desirable to inform the Parish Council that you intend to hold a parish meeting.

· To convene a parish meeting the following conditions must be met:

· At least seven clear days notice must be given to the public (and obviously the longer notice you can give the higher attendance will be).

· The meeting is publicised in a conspicuous place in the parish AND anywhere else deemed desirable by the convenors. Meeting the first part of this condition would entail posting a public notice in a place such as a shopping centre, local library, or window of a local newspaper shop. The second part of the condition is obviously up to you - but once again, the more widely publicised the meeting is, the higher attendance will be. 

· The meeting cannot start before 6:00pm and must not be held in licensed premises (i.e. where alcohol is served).

· Public notice of the meeting must specify the time, place and business of the meeting (i.e. the issue to be discussed).

· The notice must be signed by all those who have convened the meeting (6 parishioners).

2) At the parish meeting
· During the course of the parish meeting, the following must happen if you are to obtain a referendum at the end of the meeting:

· The meeting must be chaired by the chair or vice-chair of the parish council or, by a person elected by the meeting.

· Minutes must be taken.

· The business which has been detailed in the public notice is discussed at the meeting and voted upon by those who are registered local electors.

· Only local parishioners (electors) are allowed to speak or vote at the meeting, though anyone from the parish can attend.

· Before the close of the meeting, e.g. after the vote has been taken, at least 10 registered electors who are present, or one-third of the electors present (whichever is less), can demand a referendum. Below is a suggested model speech for making the resolution:
3) Notify your District/Borough Council

· Next, the Chair of the meeting must notify the District/Borough Council, and provide the information required to enable the District/Borough Council's returning officer to give notice of the poll.
· It is the responsibility of the District/Borough Council Returning Officer to organise the parish referendum.

· The referendum must take place between 14-25 days after the day on which it was demanded. The District/Borough Council only has to give the public 5 days notice of the referendum – so it’s particularly important that you publicise and raise awareness of the referendum as much as possible.

How does the referendum work in practice?

· The Returning Officer is responsible for the mechanics of the vote: setting up the polling stations, conducting the count etc.

· Parish Polls are held between 4pm and 9pm, i.e. they are only 5 hours long (not as long as for elections). They may be held on any day of the week, not necessarily the traditional Thursday.

· Postal votes and proxy votes are not allowed.

· No polling cards are issued.

· It will take a good deal of work to ensure, firstly, that people in your parish know about the referendum, and secondly, that they can come out to vote. Some suggestions are below.

4) Ensuring a good voter turn out

There are a variety of ways to ensure a good turn out for the referendum:

· Circulate leaflets and pamphlets to publicise the referendum. 
· On the day of the parish meeting organise a presence in the town centre and near to the meeting to encourage as many people as possible to participate. Give out leaflets or hold placards which people can read as they pass by.

· On the day of the referendum organise a presence in the shopping/town centre, and near to and at the polling station, again using leaflets and placards, to encourage as many people as possible to vote.
What happens after the Referendum?

It is not compulsory for anybody to do anything with the results of the referendum, but providing you achieved a good turn-out for the referendum it can prove to be a very powerful tool.

You could send the results of your referendum to your MP. I Want a Referendum would also be extremely interested in hearing about the results.

Troubleshooting

You may run into obstacles and objections from officials and others who want to stop these referenda taking place.

Here are suggested responses to the road-blocks you are most likely to encounter.

1. This is illegal - Refer to schedule 12 of the Local Government Act 1972. Part III, para 18(2) says: "A poll may by demanded before the conclusion of a parish meeting on any question arising at the meeting". Note: ANY question.

2. You haven't got a majority - You don't need one. The Act is perfectly clear. If one third of those present, or ten people - whichever is the smaller number - demand a referendum, it must be held.

3. This has nothing to do with the local council/local issues -There is nothing explicit in the Local Government Act 1972, schedule 12 (or anywhere else) that says a referendum must be specifically related to local issues (and see above, question 1).

In any case, it is the categoric duty of local parishes to "act as a forum for the discussion of local affairs (not issues, proposals or questions, be it noted) and to represent the interests of the local community to the District/Borough council and other local and national bodies generally".

4. This is a waste of money - On average it costs about £5,000 to hold a parish referendum, but cost is considered irrelevant in electoral terms.

