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Purpose of Policy Document/Background

This paper has been prepared as part of a project for Kirsty Williams AM, funded with the kind
support of the Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust. The aim of this project is to explore the issues
facing democracy in Wales and develop policy which will expand access and increase
participation in Welsh democracy.

This paper has been approved for publication by the Welsh Liberal Democrat’s Policy
Committee as a Policy Paper, for debate at Welsh Liberal Democrat Autumn Conference in

Within the policy-making procedure of the Liberal Democrats, the Federal Party determines the
policy of the Party in those areas which might reasonably be expected to fall within the remit of
the federal institutions in the context of a federal United Kingdom. The Party in England, the
Scottish Liberal Democrats, the Welsh Liberal Democrats and the Northern Ireland Local Party
determine the policy of the Party on all other issues, except that any or all of them may confer
this power upon the Federal Party in any specified area or areas. If approved by Conference,
this paper will therefore form the policy of the Welsh party.

Many of the policy papers published by the Welsh Liberal Democrats imply modifications to the
existing government public expenditure priorities. We recognise that it may not be possible to
implement all these proposals immediately. We intend to publish a costings programme, setting
out our priorities across all policy areas, closer to the next National Assembly for Wales
election.

Comments on the paper are welcome and should be addressed to:
Morgan Giriffith-David (Policy Officer) — Morgan.Griffith-David@welshlibdems.org.uk
Elizabeth Clark (Policy Researcher) - Elizabeth.Clark@Welshlibdems.org.uk
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Foreword

| feel passionately about the need to improve our
democracy so that people can have more influence
over their lives. Liberals have been advocating greater
home rule for Wales for over a century. That’s why |
was so proud to be involved in the setting up of the
National Assembly of Wales and to have been an
Assembly Member from the very beginning in 1999.

However, our democracy in Wales is weakening.
Despite having the highest turnout rates in UK
elections for most of the last century, turnout rates in
National Assembly for Wales elections are low. In the
devolved administration elections (Wales, Scotland

and Northern Ireland) Wales has consistently had the lowest proportion of people going to vote.
Moreover, between 1999 and 2011 the rates fell from 46% to 42% in Assembly elections.

The people’s chance to get involved with influencing their public services in Wales appears to

be getting worse when it should be getting better.

For too long the voices of the people have been ignored. Throughout my political life | have
strived to give the people of Wales a voice. The aim of this policy paper is to explore ideas to
re-invigorate our democracy so that \Wales sets a standard for the rest of the UK and the wider

world.

Kué’cb\di)d&m‘\%
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Kirsty Williams AM

Leader of the Welsh Liberal Democrats



Intro duction

There is a general consensus that Wales should have more say over its own affairs, rather than
key decisions being made in Westminster. Declarations were made following the Scottish
Referendum vote in September 2014 that Wales should be at the heart of the debate on how
to make our United Kingdom work for all our nations. While there is a momentum for
democratic reform there is still much debate over the details.

To ensure that Wales is kept at the heart of such a debate, the Liberal Democrats believe that,
all parties must unite and speak with one voice on the call for power to be brought closer to the
people of Wales. If the parties don’t unite there is a huge threat that Wales could be
marginalised and our voice diminished. Liberal Democrats will continue to champion radical
proposals for reform to be the driving force behind bringing power closer to the people, fighting
for a federal UK.

This paper primarily focuses on democratic reform within the National Assembly for Wales.
Specific local government policy issues will be covered by the 2014 Policy Paper on Local
Government in Wales. While we acknowledge that not all powers over the electoral franchise
and regulations are within the Assembly’s competence we would still push for the
implementation of these policies.

Summary of Proposals

This paper outlines the Liberal Democrat proposals for democratic reform in Wales. It proposes
that:

1) The number of Assembly Members be increased in order to provide adequate scrutiny
of the Welsh Government and responsible representation of their electorate. This would
be made cost neutral by reducing the number of MPs.

2) Reform of the Ministerial Code and its oversight and sanctions to ensure that Ministers
are held to a high standard and are fully accountable for their actions.

3) A radical system of recall for Assembly Members to be triggered by a petition of the
electorate.

4) All elections in Wales, including local council, National Assembly and European, to be
conducted using a fair voting system to ensure every vote counts.

5) The opportunity to indicate an alternative preference to candidates on the ballot paper
to be available in all elections.

6) Elections will be modernised with initiatives such as same day registration, early voting
and other options to make voting more accessible.

7) The voting age in Wales for all elections should be lowered to 16.

8) Political education in schools to be strengthened.

9) Voter registration sessions to be held in every appropriate educational institution for
post-16 education on an annual basis.

10) The Welsh Liberal Democrats to continue to seek further powers for Wales.

11) A renewed push towards a Federal United Kingdom.
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Political Representation

The debate about the size of an Assembly for Wales to ensure appropriate democratic
representation has raged for years. As Wales gains further powers, getting the number of
Assembly Members right will become even more important.

UK Houses of Parliament
Proportionally, Wales is the most over represented nation in the House of Commons as shown

below.

Table 1: Representation at Westminster

Country Number of MPs Population Ratio

UK 650 63.7 million 1:98,000
England 533 53.5 million 1:100,375
Scotland 59 5.3 million 1:89,831
Northern Ireland 18 1.8 million 1:100,000
Wales 40 3.1 million 1:77,500

Source: Population figures from National Office of Statistics mid-2012 estimates

Following the creation of the Scottish Parliament and to reflect the transfer of powers from
Westminster to Holyrood, the number of Scottish MPs was reduced from 72 to 59 at the 2005
election. The decrease from 72 to 59 MPs in Scotland represented about an 18% reduction. A
similar reduction did not happen when Wales received legislative powers. If the 18%
percentage had been applied to the 40 MPs in Wales, it would have left Wales with 32.7 MPs.
However, Scotland’s Parliament is twice the size of the Welsh Assembly.

The most recent proposal to amend parliamentary boundaries was in 2011. An amendment to
the Parliamentary Constituencies Act 1986 in 2011 stated that “The number of constituencies
in the United Kingdom shall be 600”." Such a reconfiguration would reduce the number of
Welsh Parliamentary Constituencies from 40 to 30?; Scotland from 59-52%; Northern Ireland
from 18-16* and England from 533 to 502°. Following a vote in the House of Commons in 2013
implementation of such a reconfiguration was postponed.

If this proposal to have 600 MPs for the whole of the UK was implemented, there would be
about 106,000 constituents for each MP based on a UK and Welsh population of 63.7 million
and 3.7 million respectively. If the ratio of MPs to constituents was amended from its current
position in Wales (1: 77,500) to reflect the UK average ratio of 1: 98,000 there would be 31.6
Welsh MPs. If this change was implemented it would, of course, slightly shift the UK average.
So, the evidence shows that, even if there were 30 MPs, Wales would still receive a similar level
of representation as the rest of the UK.

1 Parliamentary Constituencies Act 1986 (as amended by Parliamentary Voting Systems and
Constituencies Act 2011)

2 Revised Proposals Report, Boundary Commission for Wales, 2012 www.bcomm-wales.gov.uk
3 Sixth Review of UK Parliamentary Constituencies, http://www.bcomm-
scotland.independent.gov.uk/6th westminster/index.asp

4 http://www.boundarycommission.org.uk/index/current-review.htm

5 A Guide to the 2013 Review, Boundary Commission for England,
http://consultation.boundarycommissionforengland.independent.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2011/08/406678 Guide-to-the-2013-Review acc.pdf
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National Assembly for Wales
The National Assembly for Wales currently has 60 Members, including the First Minister and
Cabinet. In terms of proportionality, Wales has the highest ratio of AMs to population of any of

the devolved administrations:-

Table 2: Representation at Devolved Administrations

Northern Ireland Assembly

*

Devolved Legislature Constituency Regional Total | Ratio
Members Members
Scottish Parliament 73 56 129 1:41,046
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