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Pre-election Guidance

Two local elections are taking place on Thursday 2 May 2024. Cannock Chase District Council is holding an election for the whole council and residents across Staffordshire and Stoke-on-Trent will be electing a new Staffordshire Police, Fire and Crime Commissioner.
The pre-election period typically begins six weeks before the election date so we are anticipating this will start around 21st March. We will send out further confirmation when formal announcements have been made. The latest date that the pre-election period can start for the local elections is Tuesday 26 March 2024.
An added factor this year is the general election, which must be held by 28th January 2025. We don’t generally get advance notification of the announcement for a general election, but pre-election guidance will apply in the same way as local elections.
Anticipation of a general election may mean there will be an increased political focus on local elections and the guidance below is designed to support planning and activities during this period. If anyone is unsure about anything, or would like further clarification, please contact the communications team at ssotics.comms@staffsstoke.icb.nhs.uk
What is the pre-election period?

The pre-election period, previously referred to as ‘purdah’, is the period of time immediately before elections. During this time specific restrictions are placed on the use of public resources and the communication activities of public bodies. The terms ‘pre-election period’ and ‘heightened sensitivity’ are now used instead of ‘purdah’.

The pre-election period has implications for all NHS organisations, although it is worth remembering that the NHS should always remain politically impartial. It normally lasts for six weeks before an election.

The Cabinet Office will issue pre-election guidance to civil servants. Although this does not directly apply to the NHS it is considered best practice and NHS England strongly encourages its principals to be applied with.

The Local Government Association has produced a short, updated guide to provide advice on the publicity restrictions that should be observed during the pre-election period. 
Key Considerations

During the pre-election period, there should be:
· no new decisions or announcements of policy or strategy
· no decisions on large and/or contentious procurement contracts
· no participation by NHS representatives in debates and events that may be politically controversial.

These restrictions apply in all cases other than where postponement would be detrimental to the effective running of the local NHS, or wasteful of public money.
Due to on-going pressures across our acute providers, there will be a need to continue with proactive communications, but these should be factual and not include comment from politicians whether standing or not. 
It may also be necessary to urgently respond to legitimate areas of public concern brought to us via the media/social media.
Ultimately, we must always be guided by the principle of fairness. It is crucial that any decision we take would be seen as fair and reasonable by the public and those standing for office.

In summary:

· Requests for information from Parliamentary candidates: These should always be handled in an impartial manner, so information is made available to all candidates. Information should be factual, and candidates responded to in a timely manner.
· Briefing MPs and ministers: Sitting MPs remain in-post until polls have closed and MP correspondence should be handled as per the usual processes, ensuring any information shared is factual.
· Consultations and engagement exercises:  Unless it is a statutory duty, don’t start any new formal consultations or publish report findings from consultation exercises, which could be politically sensitive. If a consultation or engagement campaign is already running, is non-controversial and it would be a waste of public money to cancel or postpone, then these should continue. However, think carefully if a campaign could be deemed likely to influence the outcome of the election and do not use councillors in press releases / events in pre-election periods. In such cases we should stop or defer them. 
· Media handling: Proactive media work on issues that may be contentious should be avoided. Reactive media enquiries should be responded to in a manner that is factual and where possible, in line with previous lines.
· Events: Avoid attending events where you may be asked to respond to questions about policy or on matters of public controversy. This may mean withdrawing from previously agreed engagements.
· Visits from politicians: The decision to host visits is at the discretion of individual organisations. The same approach must be applied to all visit requests from candidates/parties to avoid any question of bias – if one candidate is allowed to visit all others should be invited to visit also. Any visits should not interfere with the day to day running of the service or compromise patients.
· Online: Nothing contentious should be posted on websites or social media accounts
· Campaigns: Do not undertake major publicity campaigns although factual campaigns aimed at giving practical health guidance to patients who may be at risk should continue
· Board meetings: Matters of future strategy should be deferred.
· Staff activism: NHS employees are free to undertake political activism in a personal capacity but should not involve their organisation or create the impression of their organisation’s involvement.
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