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Leading change
Dear Member,
When I came into the leadership of the Liberal Democrats last year, I undertook
to be ambitious for our party and ambitious for the country. Since then we have
made solid progress. Thanks to our members’ commitment and hard work, we
scored our best local election results for 15 years and the best parliamentary byelection result against Labour since 2004, in Lewisham East.
But I want us to do better than ‘steady as she goes’ slow growth. Our country is
facing a crisis right now. We need exponential growth in the party, both to stop
Brexit and to win the battles which lie beyond.
That requires us to remake ourselves in the public mind. Our party’s strategy –
voted for by our members at our spring conference in March – challenges us to
‘create a political and social movement which encourages people to take
and use power in their own lives and communities at every level of society’.
I want the Liberal Democrats to offer people a stake in a living, vibrant political
movement which reflects modern life and the technology that is so central to it.
To achieve this, I believe we must open up our systems of membership and
leadership to much wider participation than we currently enjoy. More accessible,
and more responsive, we can become a new movement which will defend,
reinvigorate and embody liberal democracy.
To do that, I am recommending to you that we take the following steps:
1. Open up the party - launch a free and inclusive movement open to
anyone who believes in a free, fair and open Britain.
2. Let the movement decide who its leader should be — by allowing all
registered supporters to choose from a broad pool of candidates
3. Empower this movement by giving members and supporters a say over
campaigning priorities
4. Make it easier for new members to stand for public office and to become
involved in community campaigning.
This paper explains some of the proposed rule changes to make this happen in
more detail. I want the whole party to debate and discuss them, and for every
member to have their say. Together, I know we can build a movement which will
transform British politics.
With best wishes,
Sir Vince Cable MP
Leader of the Liberal Democrats
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1 Why change party structures now?
Seizing the liberal ‘centre ground’
Both major parties are operating at the extremes of the political spectrum, with
Labour returning to ‘old left’ anti-capitalist solutions and the Conservatives
adopting an anti-immigration, anti-European agenda. There is a huge gap in the
centre of British politics – a territory occupied by large numbers of voters, but
not by a major force speaking effectively for them. A poll conducted this
summer, found that almost 70% of the public consider themselves centrist and
more then 40% are prepared to vote for an anti-Brexit centrist party. Voters’
alignment to the two big parties (particularly in the case of the Conservatives) is
as much a symbol of their distaste for the opposing party as a sign of active
support for their agenda.
The problem for the Liberal Democrats is that – despite huge efforts – our party
has not so far grabbed the centre ground and captured the public’s imagination
on a large national scale. For the time being both voters and representatives are
sticking with the two big parties, despite their failures, rather than attaching their
colours to our mast.
Disillusion with traditional party politics
At the same time, the traditional function of political parties – as a corralling
force for an elite group of representatives, offering a programme for
government to a grateful electorate and winning office to deliver it – is ebbing
away.
Successful parties around the world are those which have developed and
incorporated movements. Those who support the movement see their party as a
magnifying force for campaigns they care about. They harness digital technology
to take supporters on journeys, from online actions (start a petition; run a ‘write
to your MP’ campaign; share graphics on social media, etc.) to offline actions (run
for a council seat, run a public meeting, deliver leaflets, knock on doors).
Creating big movements of this kind around parties enables them to speak to a
new and expanded coalition of engaged supporters, who share the party’s
values, feel empowered as agents of change, and trust that their movement is
being directed by authentic and honest leaders. To achieve that, those in the
movement must have a stake in the party’s future.
New party threat
It is the worst-kept secret in Westminster that political disquiet in the two big
parties is provoking some people to consider the formation of a new party – or
several parties – of the centre ground.
We should be open to working together with those who share our values. But by
opening up our party in the ways suggested in this paper, we can hope to
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convince those who agitate for a new force that there is already a strong
movement for open-minded pro-European politics that they can join: it is the
Liberal Democrats.
We can offer a renewed force in the progressive centre ground which already
has a foothold in the first-past-the-post system, a nationwide organisation, and
100,000 members as the foundation stone for our campaigning.
Slow rebuilding versus transformative change
Recovery following the party’s poor showing in 2015 is already under way. This
began in earnest with the local elections in May this year; next year’s local
elections could see an even better set of results. Several more heaves will bring
the party back, first to its 1992 level of representation in the Commons (20 seats)
and then eventually to higher levels. With new policy ideas, a better funded
digital operation and more media coverage the party could grow incrementally
back into a serious force in UK politics.
But there is no doubt that this will take years, and it assumes that the Liberal
Democrats will avoid competition for the liberal centre from other British parties
or movements. This paper proposes an alternative, which is to provoke
substantial change and growth now. This involves three changes in our existing
structures:
•

Creating a registered supporters’ scheme, including the right of
supporters to vote for the party leader.

•

Removing the minimum duration of party membership before someone
can stand as a candidate.

•

Removing the requirement that the party leader be an MP.

Sections 2, 3 and 4 of this paper explain how these proposals can open up the
party to new levels of support, energy and finance, and will contribute to the
party’s overall political strategy – as agreed by party members at our spring
conference – to ‘create a political and social movement which encourages people
to take and use power in their own lives and communities at every level of
society’.
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2 Opening up the party: a registered supporter
scheme
Proposal: the establishment of a category of ‘registered supporter’, through
which individuals signal their support for the party and gain the power to vote in
leadership elections.
Attracting supporters
Many individuals do not like the idea of joining a party but would nevertheless be
willing to signal their support for the Liberal Democrats because they like what
we stand for. Many local parties already have lists of people who help at and
between elections without being members. Indeed, many of these non-members
contribute as much as some members, if not more, to the party through
donations, leaflet delivery and other activities. Our Campaigns Department
guidance for key seats includes targets for non-member helpers, donors or
poster sites for every member.
The Party’s Federal People Development Committee is already consulting on the
introduction of a registered supporter scheme, to broaden the appeal of the
party and bring thousands more people into our movement.
This paper strongly supports these proposals, and in particular the
recommendation that a supporter scheme should be free to access for all. Our
research shows that approximately twice as many people are likely to join a free
scheme as to join one with even a small fee attached. The principle behind a
supporter scheme is to tear down the barriers to entry to the party – both
financial and in terms of perception. This scheme should be designed to attract
those who are not yet ready to say they will become full party members.
A national scheme should build on the success of schemes run in some local
parties. Its objectives, among others, should be:
1. To boost our capacity (people and money) and our campaigning.
2. To improve our diversity, taking the opportunity of building something
new to do better than we have done in the past at fully including the
range of different people found amongst our voters, our supporters and
our volunteers.
3. To provide an online space for our supporters to use the party as a
vehicle for campaigning on the issues they care about. This should
complement our existing wide-scale use of geographically focused
organising. With a broadened supporter base, the party should make
more regular use of supporter surveys and polls, and give those who back
us the opportunity to start campaigns and petitions of their own.
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Giving supporters the right to vote for the party leader
This paper goes further than the existing FPDC recommendations, by proposing
to give registered supporters a vote in leadership elections.
The leadership is the most readily understood – and potentially exciting – party
election in which we could give supporters a stake. The next leader would then
have been chosen not just by our party membership but by a wider range of
political liberals who support our values, and could attract a greater level of
sustained support and engagement as a result.
Creating this category of supporters and giving them this power strengthens the
ties between them and the party; it will encourage further activism and
donations and possibly persuade them to convert their support into full
membership. It helps the party explain our message in greater detail to a larger
number of people. It makes it easier for them to express their views to us, and
thereby for us to understand, engage and speak directly to a larger proportion of
the electorate.
Safeguards
Giving supporters the right to influence the direction of our party, at leadership
elections and through our online campaigning priorities, would necessitate
building in some safeguards. These could include:
•

Requiring all supporters to declare support for fundamental Liberal
Democrat values as articulated in the preamble to our constitution.

•

Checking supporters signing up against the electoral register, or asking
for an alternative means of identity.

•

At leadership elections, members – not supporters – would retain
nominating rights over who goes on the ballot paper.

•

Ensuring supporters are subject to rules about bringing the party into
disrepute, reflecting the position for members

Challenges
Two main arguments are generally raised against the adoption of a registered
supporter scheme with the right to vote in leadership elections.
The first argument is based on the Labour Party’s experience in 2015, when
large-scale entryism by left-wingers after Ed Miliband’s creation of a £3 supporter
scheme led to the election of Jeremy Corbyn. There are rumours that the
leave.eu campaign is currently trying to encourage its supporters to sign up to
the Conservative Party to influence its next leadership election, and many former
members of UKIP have already defected to the Tories.
The Liberal Democrats are different. The Labour Party has always been
vulnerable to entryism by left-wing extremists who would otherwise support
fringe parties. The Conservative Party is a right-wing party attracting rightwingers. The Liberal Democrats are a centre-ground liberal party aiming to
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attract a larger number of centre-ground liberal voters into our fold. This target
audience would outnumber any other group.
In any case, since our party through its MPs and members would still control
who was nominated for the leadership, those who sign up would still only be
able to choose between genuine Liberal Democrats as candidates. Jeremy
Corbyn only ended up on the ballot paper in 2015 because Labour MPs put him
there.
The experience of the Canadian Liberal Party is instructive. They welcomed over
300,000 supporters in a similar scheme, governed by similar protections, without
a single credible threat to the integrity of their party.
The second main argument against the creation of a registered supporter
scheme is that it dilutes the value of membership. But members would still have
considerably greater powers than supporters: over the selection of council and
parliamentary candidates, the chance to be a candidate, voting rights at
conference and in any party ballot, and voting rights over local party, state and
federal committees.
The introduction of a registered supporter scheme – with the strong attraction of
voting rights over the leader – would be a new route of entry into the party,
encouraging people to signal their support, to involve themselves in our
procedures and ultimately to convert their supportership into full membership.
Questions
1. Do you agree that the party should introduce a registered supporters’
scheme?
2. Do you support this paper’s proposals to give registered supporters a vote in
future leadership elections, providing nomination rights are left with party
members?
3. Do you think the safeguards proposed in this section are sufficient to protect
the party against abuse of the registered supporter scheme?
4. Do you have any further thoughts on implementing a registered supporter
scheme, and the rights which might be offered to supporters?
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3 Opening up our rules for standing for office
Proposal: The removal of the minimum period for which an individual has to be a
party member before they are permitted to stand as a parliamentary candidate.
Widening the pool of parliamentary candidates
At present, in order to be assessed for approval, prospective parliamentary
candidates have to have been a fully paid-up party member for 12 consecutive
months in England and Wales and 9 consecutive months in Scotland. These
minimum periods are set by the state parties, not the federal party. This leaves
people frustrated – at the moment of their greatest political enthusiasm, we
erect an arbitrary barrier to their progress. If they are good enough, and can get
approved, they should be able to stand for Parliament on a Liberal Democrat
ticket and to do so without delay.
Politics is in an unusually volatile state. A general election could happen well
before the due date of June 2022, and with very little notice. It is not impossible
that MPs from other parties might wish to join us at short notice and fight an
election under our banner. Similarly, people not hitherto involved in any party
might decide they wanted to put their name forward at a time of national crisis
(such as the collapse of the government, or the UK exiting the EU without a deal).
This step would widen the pool of people prepared to stand for us and widen the
choice of candidates available to local parties.
Finally, this rule change will enable the party more easily to recruit a more
diverse range of candidates from under-represented a communities: a key
objective for the party.
Questions
5. Should the party remove the existing time barriers for standing for election, as
outlined in this section?
6. Do you have any further thoughts on the present barriers to standing for
election?
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4 Opening up our leadership
Proposal: Remove the requirement that the party leader be an MP.
Widening the pool of talent
At present, candidates for the party leadership must be members of the
parliamentary party in the House of Commons. Removing this restriction would
permit any party member with sufficient support in the nominations process, to
stand. In examining this proposal, the party would need to consider how
nomination rules may differ between MPs who put themselves forward and nonMPs, with a potentially higher bar for the latter. The party could additionally
have an approvals process to ensure that candidates have sufficient ability.
There is a wide range of talent with proven leadership ability – in the professions,
the armed forces, the voluntary sector and business – who share our values but
who have not pursued a parliamentary career. Our current parliamentary
system is severely damaged, if not broken, and a forward-looking party has to
look outside as well as inside.
Party members would then benefit from a much wider choice of candidates.
They may choose still to elect an MP, but they would judge leadership candidates
on their ability to articulate our message and to motivate a movement bidding to
break the political mould. MPs are not the only people who possess those
abilities.
We have never been frightened of innovation in the past – the Liberal Party was
the first major British party to open up its leadership election to all party
members – and we should not be now. Whether an MP or someone from
outside the Commons is elected, they will have the benefit of having competed in
a wide field, and having been chosen by a large electorate – a powerful
statement in a political environment that has become increasingly antiestablishment. And the success of the supporter scheme referred to in Section 3
is in part dependent on the competition that comes from a fully ‘open’ contest
for leader. People will sign up in order to support the candidates they want from
a broad field.
Clearly we would need to change some of our procedures to accommodate this
reform. If not already a full-time parliamentarian, the party leader would need
adequate support from the party, including a salary, an office (which already
exists in Lib Dem HQ) and staff. Since part of the purpose of these reforms is to
enhance the party’s ability to raise funds and raise its profile, this should not be
an insuperable barrier. Additionally, the party would need to work out fair
spending limits and rules for the leadership election process to ensure a
candidate’s merit, not the depth of their pockets, determined their success.
The parliamentary party in the Commons would need to elect a parliamentary
group leader, in the same way as the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Northern Irish
parties have Commons group leaders while their party leaders are outside the
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Westminster Parliament. The relationship between this individual and the leader
would be important, but these examples show how it can work well.
Far from signalling that we are a small party, this move would show that the
Liberal Democrats aspire to be a big movement, with the confidence to cast our
net to the widest possible pool of talent. With strong, popular leadership,
determined by an electorate of many hundreds of thousands, we should expect
to win more votes and more Westminster seats. We would be signalling our
determination to become a modern-outward facing party: a broad movement
dedicated to changing the direction of this country for the better.
Questions
7. Should the party remove the present restriction on who may stand for the
party leadership, by permitting any party member with sufficient support in the
nominations process to stand?
8. If the present restriction is removed, should the same nomination process
apply both to MPs and to non-MPs wo put themselves forward?
9. In your view, would an open party leadership would necessitate providing
party resources (salary, staff, office) to the successful candidate?
10. Do you have any further thoughts on allowing any party member to run for
the leadership?
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5 Summary of consultation questions
Opening up the party: a registered supporter scheme
1. Do you agree that the party should introduce a registered supporters’
scheme?
2. Do you support this paper’s proposals to give registered supporters a vote in
future leadership elections, providing nomination rights are left with party
members?
3. Do you think the safeguards proposed in this section are sufficient to protect
the party against abuse of the registered supporter scheme?
4. Do you have any further thoughts on implementing a registered supporter
scheme, and the rights which might be offered to supporters?
Opening up our rules for standing for office
5. Should the party remove the existing time barriers for standing for election, as
outlined in this section?
6. Do you have any further thoughts on the present barriers to standing for
election?
Opening up our leadership
7. Should the party remove the present restriction on who may stand for the
party leadership, by permitting any party member with sufficient support in the
nominations process to stand?
8. If the present restriction is removed, should the same nomination process
apply both to MPs and to non-MPs wo put themselves forward?
9. In your view, would an open party leadership would necessitate providing
party resources (salary, staff, office) to the successful candidate?
10. Do you have any further thoughts on allowing any party member to run for
the leadership?
Opening up the party: other comments
11. What excites you about proposals to open up the Party and build a liberal
movement?
12. What concerns you about the proposals?
13. Are there any other proposals you think the party could implement which
would open up the party?
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6 The process
The final decision on these proposed reforms rests with party members. We are
a democratic party, and changes to our rules can only be implemented through
our democratic procedures.
The reforms proposed above require the following changes:
•

The registered supporter scheme, including the power to vote for the
leader, requires amendments to Articles 3 (Membership) and 17 (Leader)
of the federal party constitution, together with changes to the leadership
election regulations.

•

The removal of the minimum period of membership for parliamentary
candidates is decided by the state parties. In England and Scotland these
periods are decided by the relevant committees (English Candidates
Committee, Scottish Campaigns and Candidates Committee); in Wales,
the minimum period of 12 months is specified in the Welsh party
constitution.

•

Opening up the leadership to non-MPs requires amendments to Articles
16 (Parliamentary Party) and 17 (Leader) of the federal party constitution.

This consultation may yield other changes for the Board, and the Party to
consider.
The consultation and decision-making process
These are important changes which deserve to be debated as widely as possible.
They will be discussed in a special session at federal conference in Brighton led
by Vince Cable, on Saturday 15 September at 1300, in the Balmoral Suite (this
replaces the Federal People Development Committee’s session on a registered
supporter scheme; a separate session on this will take place on Sunday at 1815
in Syndicate 2).
All local parties are encouraged to discuss and debate these proposals after
conference, and to send in responses (see details below): whether you support
or oppose them, and whether you would like to propose any modifications to
them.
In the spirit of becoming a member-powered movement, every member should
be able to express a view. To that end, Vince will ask the Federal Board to
conduct a ballot of all party members in the autumn, asking them whether they
support or oppose a final package of proposed reforms, reflecting the
consultation results. This could become a model for the party taking big
decisions on policy or its own constitution.
If the ballot wins support for the package, Vince will then invite the Federal Board
to submit the necessary constitutional amendments to Federal Conference, and
ask the Federal Conference Committee to ensure they can be debated and voted
on.
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The proposed reforms to the minimum period of membership for parliamentary
candidates is a matter for our state parties in England, Scotland and Wales.
Should the consultation process and the ballot show support for this proposal
(the result of the ballot on this proposal should be counted separately for each
state), Vince will recommend their adoption to the relevant state party bodies.
How to contribute to this consultation
To respond to this consultation, please email consultation@libdems.org.uk or
write to the below address by 14th October 2018:
Leading Change Consultation
Liberal Democrats
8-10 Great George Street
London, SW1P 3AQ
There will also be an online survey on all of these proposals emailed to every
member.

