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Speaker’s House, S.W.,
January 27, 1917.

Dear Prime Minister,

I HAVE much pleasure in informing you that the Conference on Electoral Reform 
has now completed its work, and that I am authorised to report to you the resolutions 
at which it has arrived.

You will doubtless remember the circumstances in which it originated, but for the 
sake of greater accuracy I will venture to detail them.

During the debate on the second reading of the Special Register Bill on the 16th 
August last, Mr. Asquith, who was then Prime Minister, in the course of his speech 
used these words:—

“With regard to the Parliament which is going to undertake the work of 
reconstruction after the war, it is eminently desirable that you should provide an 
electoral basis which will make that Parliament reflective and representative of the 
general opinion of the country, and give to its decisions a moral authority which 
you cannot obtain from what I may call a scratch, improvised, and makeshift 
electorate. Let us by all means use the time-—those of us who are not absolutely 
absorbed in the conduct of the war-—in those months to see if we cannot work out 
by S®^®^'^^J agreement some scheme under which, both as regards the electorate 
and the distribution of electoral power, a Parliament can be created at the end of 
the war capable and adequate for discharging these tasks, aud commanding the 
confldence of the country.” (Ofiicial Report, vol. 85, p. 1906.)

During the same debate Mr. Long, who was then President of the Local Govern­
ment Board, said ;—

“I myself believe that if we agreed amongst ourselves, and the Government 
offered any assistance which they could, and which, 1 believe, they would gladly 
do, to set u])—I will not say a Committee, because that is not exactly what I 
mean—but a representative Conference, not only of parties, but of groups, a 
Conference which would really represent opinion on these three subjects : electoral 
reform, revision of your electoral power when you have got it, and registration, I 
believe—and I do not speak altogether out of books—that such a Conference of 
earnest men, holding strong views, bitterly opposed to each other, if they were 
face to face with these difiiculties, when we are all longing with a great longing 
to see something of a better prospect for our country in the future, would produce 
an agreed system for all three questions upon which the great mass of opinion of 
the people of this country could come together.”

And again later in his speech he used these words :—
“ I believe that a Conference such as I have suggested would have a great 

result. I hope that in the short time during which Parliament is released from its 
duties we shall all turn our attention to this question. If my honourable friends 
in any quarter of this House, or outside of this. House were to invite me to help to 
get together such a Conference I would do it with the utmost pleasure. 1 believe 
that is the way in which we are more likely to find a solution to these problems than 
any other plan of which I have yet heard. It was recommended by the honourable 
gentleman the Member for Stockport in a speech he made, as being put forward 
either in public or private by many of those who have given time and attention to 
this question. I venture to say to the House it is our duty, one and all, not 
to criticise the Government or to find fault with this Bill, but to set ourselves 
to find a solution which may be a lasting settlement of a very old and difficult 
problem.” (Official Report, vol. 85, pp. 1949-1950.)

The idea seemed to find favour, and soon afterwards I accepted an invitation from 
the Prime Minister to convene a Conference of members of both Houses of Parliament 
and to preside over it. The Members of Parliament and Peers whom I selected 
appeared to me to be eminently representative of the various shades of political 
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opinion in Parliament and in the country upon the special topics connected with 
Electoral Reform. Their numbers were as nearly as possible proportionate to the 
strength of pre-war parties in the House of Commons.

On the question of Woman Suffrage I endeavoured to obtain an equal division of 
opinion, so far as it could he ascertained, but many obvious difficulties presented them­
selves in discovering the views of gentlemen upon that important topic.

Eventually the following Peers and Members of Parliament accepted my invitation ; 
the Marquess of Salisbury, Earl Grey, Viscount Bryce, Viscount Gladstone, Loro 
Burnham, Sir Ryland Adkins, Right Honourable Sir Frederick Banbury, Sir John 
Bethell, Sir William Bull, Colonel James Craig, Colonel Page Croft, Mr. Ellis Davies, 
Right Honourable W. H. Dickinson, Right Honourable ■ Sir R. Finlay, Mr. Goldstone, 
Right Honourable Laurence Hardy, Mr. Maurice Healy, Right Honourable George 
Lambert, Sir J. Larmor, Mr. Macmaster, Mr. J. Mooney, Mr. T. P. O’Connor, Mr. Peto, 
Mr. Pringle, Right Honourable Sir Harry Samuel, Mr. Scanlan, Mr. MacCallum Scott, 
Right Honourable Sir John Simon, Mr. Turton, Mr. Stephen Walsh, Mr. Wardle, and 
Mr. Aneurin Williams.

Before the Conference met, however. Lord Bryce and Mr. Laurence Hardy were 
obliged through illness to withdraw their acceptances, and Mr. Mooney also found 
himself unable to take part in the proceedings. Their places were taken by Lord 
Southwark, Sir Robert Williams, and Mr. Brady.

Mr. W. T. Jerred, C.B., Assistant Secretary to the Local Government Board, acted 
as Secretary to the Conference.

The Conference met for the first time at the offices of the Local Government Board 
on the 12th October last, but all subsequent meetings have been held in Committee 
Room 15 at the House of Commons.

The terms of reference were as follows:—
To examine, and, if possible, submit, agreed resolutions on the following matters :—
(a.) Reform of the Franchise.
(6.) Basis for Redistribution of Sects.
(c.) Reform of tlie System of the Registration of Electors.
(d.) Method of elections and the manner in which the costs of elections should be 

borne.

After our discussion had proceeded for some time, we were so unfortunate as to lose 
the assistance of Lord Grey, who was prevented by illness from attending, but as I was 
in constant expectation that he might be able to resume his attendance I did not invite 
any other gentleman to take his place.

Sir Robert Finlay also, on his acceptance of office as Lord Chancellor in your 
Government, was compelled, to the regret of all his colleagues, to leave us.

On the 14th December Lord Salisbury, Sir F. Banbury, and Colonel Craig found 
themselves unable to continue to assist us, and resigned their positions as members of 
the Conference. Their places were taken by Mr. C. B. Stuart-Worsley (now Lord 
Stuart of Wortley), Mr. Touche, and Mr. Archdale, and it is perhaps only fair to 
mention that some of the conclusions of the Conference were arrived at before they 
became members of it.

You will remember that when we had reached this point I consulted you as to the 
desirability of continuing our labours, and you expressed the desire of His Majesty’s 
Government that the work of the Conference should proceed.

Altogether the Conference held twenty-six sittings, the last of which took place 
on the 26th instant, when I was authorised to report to you the result of our delibera­
tions. This appears in the following series of resolutions:—

. 1.—Registration of Electors.

1. The qualifying period for registration as a Parliamentary elector shall be reduced 
to six months.

2. There shall be a revision of the register every six months.
3. The qualifying period shall be six months prior to the 15th January and 15th 

July in each year.
4. The time between the preparation and coming into force of the register sh;d] 

be shortened.
[235j B 2
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5. The foregning resolutions (Nos. 2, 3, and 4) shall not apply to Ireland which, 
owing to different conditions, may require special treatment.

6. In England and Wales a Registration Officer shall be appointed in every 
county and borough who shall be, in the case of a county, the Clerk of the County 
Council, and, in the case of a borough, the Town Clerk.

7. An appeal from the decision of the Registration Officer shall lie to the County 
Court.

8. In the opinion of the Conference, the cost of registration should be a charge 
upon the local rates, subject to a contribution of one-half to be made by the State.

II .—Hej'orm of the Franchise.

9 .—(a.) Every person of full age, not subject to any legal incapacity, who, for the 
qualifying period, has resided in any premises, or has occupied for the purpose of his 
business, profession" or tradei any premises of a clear yearly value of not less than 10/., 
shall be entitled to be registered as a Parliamentary Elector.

(6 .) For the purposes of this resolution no change shall be made in the law relating 
to the joint occupation of business premises.

(c .) A franchise based upon the foregoing qualifications shall be substituted for all 
existing franchises.

Provided that the representation of the Universities shall be maintained.
10 . The qualihcation to be registered as a Parliamentary Elector shall not be lost 

by removal to different premises within the same constituency, or from one constituency 
to another in the same borough or county (including the administrative County of 
London), or to different premises in a contiguous county or borough.

11 .—(q,.) a person shall not vote at a general election in more than one constituency.
Provided that a person shall be entitled to one additional vote in another con­

stituency in respect of the occupation of his business premises, or in respect of any 
qualification he may have as a University voter.

(6 .) For the purpose of this resolution the expression “constituency” means any 
county, borough, or combination of places, or university or combination of universities, 
returning a member or members to serve in Parliament, and where a county or borough 
is divided for the purpose of Parliamentary elections, means a division of the county or 
borough so divided.

12 . The law relating to the franchise and registration shall be codified.

III .—Redistribution of Seats.

13. This Conference accepts as governing any scheme of redistribution the prin­
ciple that each vote recorded shall, as far as possible, command an equal share of 
representation in the House of Commons.

14. It is desirable that there shall be a Redistribution of Seats in accordance 
with the following general rules :—

(i.) The number of members of the House of Commons for Great Britain shall 
remain substantially as at present.

(ii.) In the application of this principle the information at the disposal of the 
Conference indicates the taking of 70,000 as the standard unit of 
population for each member.

(iii.) A county or borough (other than the City of London) with a population of 
X. less than 50,000 shall cease to have separate representation.

(iv.) A county or borough with a population of 50,000, but less than 70,000, shall 
continue to have separate representation.

(v.) A municipal borough or urban district with a population not less than 
70,000 shall become a separate Parliamentary borough.

(vi.) A county or borough at present returning two members shall not lose a 
member if the defect in the population is 20,000 or less.

(vii.) A member shall be given for 70,000 and for every multiple of 70,000, and 
an additional member for any remainder which is not less than 50,000.
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(viii.) The boundaries of Parliamentary constituencies shall, as far as practicable, 
coincide with the boundaries of administrative areas.

(ix.) The City of London shall continue as at present to return two members.

15. Existing boroughs entitled to return two members shall not be divided.

16. Where there are contiguous boroughs which, if formed into a single 
constituency, would be entitled to return not less than three nor more than five 
members, it shall be an instruction to the Boundary Commissioners to unite such 
boroughs into a single constituency.

(This resolution would only become applicable in the event of a system of 
Proportional Representation being adopted, as recommended in a subsequent 
resolution.)

17. It shall be an instruction to the Boundary Commissioners to take the 
population as estimated by the Registrar-General for July 1914, instead of the 
population according the census of 1911.

18. It shall be a recommendation to the Boundary Commissioners, after ascer­
taining local opinion, to segregate as far as possible adjacent industrial and rural areas 
in forming constituencies within any county.

' 19. Where, under the application of these rules, a borough loses its right to 
separate representation in Parliament, it shall be competent for the Commissioners, 
after having ascertained local opinion on the subject, to combine such borough with any 
other such borough or boroughs lying within the county, or with any other borough in 
the same county having separate representation, instead of merging it in the adjacent 
county division.

20. Where an ancient Parliamentary borough loses it representation, the county 
^division in which the borough becomes merged shall be named after the merged 
borough.

21. Where districts of burghs in Scotland comprise burghs in different counties, or 
where under the foregoing rules a Parliamentary borough which is a district of burghs 
would lose representation, it shall be an instruction to the Boundary Commissioners to 
consider the desirability of regrouping the burghs or adding neighbouring burghs in the 
same county, regard being had to their size, to a proper representation of the urban 
and rural population, and to the distribution and pursuits of such population :

Provided that the representation of the county is not thereby affected.

As regards Ireland, the Conference desires to place on record that, on the 
subject of redistribution, it has carried on its deliberations from the point of view 
of Great Britain only.

IV .—University Eepresentation.
22. (a.)—The Universities of Oxford and Cambridge shall continue to return 

two members each ; the electorate shall be widened, and, in order to secure a proper 
representation of minorities, each voter shall be allowed to vote for one candidate

(6.) The Universities of Durham, Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool, Leeds, 
Sheffield, Bristol, and the University of V7ales, shall receive representation ; these 
universities shall be grouped with the University of London so as to form a 
single constituency returning three members elected on the system of a single 
transferable vote.

(c.) The combined Universities of Edinburgh and St. Andrews and of Glasgow 
and Aberdeen shall also be grouped so as to form a single constituency returning 
three members under the system of a single transferable vote.

(d.) As regards all Universities the obtaining of a degree shall be the basis for 
electoral qualification.

V .—Method and Costs of Elections.
23.— (a.) A Parliamentary borough which would be entitled on a basis of 

population to return three or more members shall be a single constituency.
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Provided that a constituency entitled to return more than five members shall be 
divided into two or more constituencies each returning not less than three nor more 
than five members.

(6.) The election in any such constituency shall be held on the principle of 
proportional representation and each elector shall have one transferable vote.

(c.) For the purposes of this rule the .Metropolis (excluding the City of London) 
shall be treated as a single area and divided into constituencies returning not less than 
three nor more than five members.

24.—(a.) At a general election all polls shall be held on one day.
(6.) All nominations shall take place on one day.
(c.) There shall be an interval of eight days between the day of nomination and the 

day of poll.
25. Returning Officers’ charges should be paid by the State on a scale to be fixed 

by the Treasury.
26. The duties of Returning Officer in England and Wales shall be discharged by 

a deputy Returning Officer, who shall be in the case of a county the Clerk to the 
County Council, and in the case of a borough the Town Clerk.

27. —(a.) Every candidate at the election of a Member of Parliament for any 
county or borough shall be required to deposit with the Returning Officer, at the time 
of his nomination, the sum of one hundred and fifty pounds.

(6. ) If a candidate is not elected, and the number of votes polled by him does not 
exceed in the case of a single or double member constituency one-eighth of the total 
number of voters polling, or in the case of a constituency returning three or more 
members, one-eighth divided by the number of members to be elected, the deposit 
instead of being returned to the candidate shall be forfeited to the Treasury.

(c.) For the purposes of this resolution the number of “ voters polling shall mean 
the number of ballot papers counted other than spoilt ballot papers; and where the 
election is held under the system of a single transferable vote, the number of “ votes 
polled” by a candidate shall mean the number of votes polled by him as first preferences.

Although the question of candidates’ expenses does not appear to be strictly within 
their terms of reference, the Conference is strongly and unanimously of opinion that 
the expenditure at present entailed in fighting a contested election is unjustifiable,^ and 
should be materially reduced. This, the Conference considers can only be effectively 
carried out by an alteration in the maximum amounts at present allowed under the 
Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act, 1883. The Conference accordingly 
resolved that—

28. —(a.) The following maximum scale of expenses shall be substituted for the 
maximum scale contained in Part IV of the First Schedule to the Corrupt and Illegal 
Practices Prevention Act, 1883 :—

Sevenpence per elector in a county.
Fivepence per elector in a borough other than a borough returning three or more 

members.
Fourpence per elector in a borough returning three or more members.
(6. ) Where there are joint candidates the total amount of the expenses of the 

joint candidates shall not exceed one and a half times the scale allowed for a single 
candidate. . .

(c. ) A duly nominated candidate, or a number of duly nominated joint candidates, 
shall be allowed one free postage.

In this connection the Conference has had its attention drawn to a growing 
and, as it considers, mischievous practice by which, at the time of an dection, political 
and other organisations incur expenditure in the furtherance of the views of particular 
candidates. The practice is, in the view of the Conference, a contravention of the 
spirit of the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act. The Conference reali^s 
the difficulty of dealing with the matter, but thinks that some amendment of t e 
x\ct is very desirable, and resolved that—

29. Any person incurring expenditure by holding public meetings or issuing 
advertisements or publications for the purpose of furthering the election of a candidate, 
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shall be guilty of a corrupt practice unless such expenditure is authorised by the 
candidate and returned as part of his election expenses.

30. The Ballot Act shall be made permanent.

VI .—The Local Government Register.
The franchise for Local Government purposes is so closely connected with the 

Parliamentary franchise that the Conference thought it desirable to deal with the 
matter, and resolved that—

31.—(a.) In substitution for all existing franchises for Local Government 
purposes every person who for a period of six months immediately preceding the 
15th day of January and the 15th day of July in any year has occupied as owner or 
tenant any land or premises in a Local Government area in England and Wales shall be 
entitled to be registered and to vote as a Local Government elector in that area.

(6.) For the purpose of this resolution neither sex noi- marriage shall be a disqualifi­
cation, provided that a husband and wife shall not both be qualified in respect of the 
same premises.

(c.) The Conference makes no recommendation with regard to the Local Govern­
ment franchisein Scotland or Ireland.

VII .—Soldiers and Sailors
32.—(a.) It shall be the duty of the Registration Officer to ascertain, as far as possible, 

the names and addresses of all persons of full age who ordinarily reside in his area, but 
who are serving in His Majesty’s forces, and such persons shall be qualified to be 
registered and to vote as parliamentary electors within that area.

(6.) In the case of a person who has served in His Majesty’s forces during any part 
of the qualifying period, residence in a constituency for one month immediately 
preceding the 15th January or the 15th July, as the case may be, shall be a sufficient 
qualification.

All the -resolutions under the foregoing sub-heads I to VH were agreed to 
unanimously.

VIII .—Woman Suffrage.
The Conference decided by a majority that some measure of woman suffrage should 

be conferred. A majority of the Conference was also of opinion that if Parliament 
should decide to accept the principle, the most practical form would be to confer the 
vote in the terms of the following resolution :—

33. Any ’woman on the Local Government Register who lias attained a specified 
age, and the wife of any man who is on that Register if she has attained that age, 
shall be entitled to be registered and to vote as a parliamentary elector.

Various ages were discussed, of which 30 and 35 received most favour.
The Conference further resolved that if Parliament decides to enfranchise women, 

a woman of the specified age, who is a graduate of any University having parliamentary 
representation shall be entitled to vote as a University Elector.

IX . —Miscellaneo us.
The Conference resolved unanimously that:—
34. The maintenance in any asylum for lunatics or idiots of any person for whose 

maintenance any other person is responsible shall not disqualify such other person for 
being registered as a Parliamentary elector.

The following resolutions were passed by a majority:—
35. This Conference, having considered the recommendation ot the Royal 

Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of Distress, is of opinion that no person who 
has received poor relief other than medical relief for less than thirty days in the 
®''gS^®S^l^® ‘bu'iug the qualifying period, shall be disqualified for being registered as a 
parliamentary elector.

36. At any election in a single member constituency where there are more than 
two candidates, the election shall be held on the system of voting known as the 
alternative vote.
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37. —(a.) Provision shall be made to enable any person who is on the Parlia­
mentary Register in any constituency to have his name entered in a List of Absent 
Voters, and to record his vote as such, provided that he satisfies the Registration 
Officer that the nature of his employment will render it probable that he will be 
compelled to be absent from the constituency on the day when the poll will be taken.

(6. ) The Absent Voters’ List shall be prepared at the same time as the ordinary 
Register, and should remain in force during the currency of that Register.

(c.) A printed ballot paper shall be sent to every voter at the address registered 
by him for the purpose in such form and manner as will secure the secrecy of the ballot.

(d.) The ballot paper shall be returnable by post on or before the polling day, 
accompanied by a statutory declaration of identity in a prescribed form.

(e.) A person wliose name is on the Absent Voters’ List shall not be entitled to 
vote otherwise than as an absent voter.

In conclusion, I should like to bear witness to the admirable temper and conciliatory 
disposition which all the members of the Conference showed in grappling with the 
difficulties confronting them. They were convinced, I feel sure, of the great desirability 
of amicably settling these thorny questions, and of finding a solution for issues fraught 
with the possibility of engendering grave domestic strife and internal friction. They 
were desirous of rendering, at a time when the national energies were almost wholly 
centred upon the successful prosecution of the war, a service which might prove of the 
highest value to the State, and result in equipping the nation with a truly representative 

I House of Commons, capable of dealing, and dealing effectively, with the many and 
(gigantic problems which it will have to face and solve as soon as the restoration of 
’peace permits of their calm and dispassionate consideration.

As a last word, I should like to say, on behalf of all the members of the Conference, 
how deeply they are indebted to Mr. Jerred for his unfailing courtesy, his untiring 
energy, and his accurate acquaintance with the technicalities of electoral matters, all of 
which gifts he placed unreservedly at the disposal of the Conference.

, _ . Vow's vfirw ti'ulv,
“JAMES W. LOWTHER.

To the Right Hon. the Prime Minister.

Printed under the authority of His Majesty’s Stationery Office
By HARRISON and SONS, 

PKINTERS IN ORDINARY TO HIS MAJESTY, ’
ST. martin’s lane, I.ONDON, W.C.
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