
The Lobbying Bill – Briefing  as at 27 November 2013 

 

Overview 

The Transparency of Lobbying, Non-Party Campaigning and Trade Union Administration Bill 
(or ‘the Lobbying Bill’) was introduced by the Government on 17 July 2013. The Bill has three 
substantive parts: Part 1 and Part 3 deal with consultant lobbyists, political parties and trade 
unions respectively. Part 2 of the Bill amends the law pertaining to third-party campaigning 
in elections. Our concerns (and those of the wider voluntary sector) relate to Part 2. 

 

What Part 2 does: 

 Changes the existing Political Parties Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA); 
this regulates those campaigning ahead of an election but not standing for election 
or registering as a political party.   

 Widens what counts as ‘election activity’ so more of what campaigners do - for 
example rallies, research and leaflets - counts as ‘electioneering’. 

 Reduces by half the spending thresholds at which campaigners must become 
‘registered third-parties’ who are then subject to new regulatory controls. 

 Places extra and unusual accounting responsibilities on those ‘registered third-
parties’, including weekly reporting in the short period before elections. 

 Reduces the total amount that organisations are permitted to spend on election 
activities by 70%, and introduces new controls on spending in individual 
constituencies. 

 

The NFWI recognises that lobbying activity must be regulated effectively and proportionally 
in order to raise ethical standards and ensure accountability. 

 

The NFWI remains concerned that the Lobbying Bill contains many measures to curtail 
legitimate and essential democratic activity by our members. We welcome the 
Government’s acceptance that the Bill needs improvement, and their willingness to consult 



with the charitable and voluntary sector before the Bill returns to the House of Lords for 
Committee Stage before Christmas.  

 

The Commission on Civil Society and Democratic Engagement is consulting NGOs and all the 
major stakeholders and will produce a report with recommendations ahead of Committee 
stage.  

 

What can WI members do? 

 Attend public meetings in your area. See the NFWI campaigns section of the website 
or the WI facebook page for events coming up. 

 Write to your MP or members in the House of Lords, and ask to meet them to put 
forward your concerns as a WI member, including during the Day of Action in London 
on 10 December 2013. Use the material and the template letter below for a guide. 

 

Our particular concerns  

 

The Lobbying Bill makes a wide range of changes to the way third-parties, like NGOs, can 
take part in civil society in the period before an election. Below are some of our main 
concerns with the Bill as it is currently drafted, and the areas we would ask the Government 
to reconsider for amendment. 

 

We would like to thank WI members for writing to MPs about their concerns with the Bill 
over the previous weeks. Some of the issues that MPs have raised with members in their 
replies are discussed in the paragraphs below. 

 

Government ‘concessions’ on definition of electoral activity, or ‘organisations 
campaigning solely on policy issues will not be included in these changes.’ 
 
 
We remain concerned that there is risk, as the Bill is currently drafted, that the definition of 
electoral activity may still include activity where charities ‘have a view’ on a policy and that 
this may require them to register as official third-party campaigners.   
 
 
We note with concern that The Electoral Commission says the Government’s amendment to 
the definition of electoral purposes ‘does not materially reduce the scope of what is covered 
by the Bill.’ As a way forward to clear up this ambiguity, we suggest the text of the Bill could 
be amended to better reflect the Government’s hope that awareness raising activity will not 



be classed as for ‘electoral purposes’.  Clause 26 of the Bill as it currently stands allows for 
campaigning activity to be defined as having electoral motives even if was intended to be 
for any other purpose as well.  
 

 
We support the recommendation of the Commission on Civil Society and Democratic 
Engagement that more precise definition be applied that relates more closely to the 
partisan campaigning by non-parties that the Government does hope to regulate. 

 

Reduced spending and registration limits 

 

We note that the Political and Constitutional Reform Select Committee and the Lords 
Constitution Committee both expressed reservations about the Government’s reasons for 
reducing charities spending by 70%.  We consider charities and voluntary organisations  
essential for healthy democratic debate and we do not believe there has been any undue 
influence from the sector because of its campaign spending in the past. 

 

The Commission on Civil Society and Democratic Engagement said ‘Lowering the spending 
cap as proposed in the Bill would severely curtail issue-focused campaigning activity ahead 
of elections. Lowering the cap at the same time as broadening the scope of activities 
regulated would have the impact of outlawing swathes of planned campaigning activity 
ahead of the 2015 General Election.’ 

 

We are particularly concerned that elements of responsible campaigning activity in Wales – 
for example translating resources into other languages, travelling to attend events in other 
countries in the UK,– do not seem to have been considered when setting the new, much 
reduced, registration and spending thresholds in each country.  

 

‘The bill won’t hurt charities, nothing will change’ 

 

Some MPs have told WI members in their correspondence that ‘the law already prohibits 
charities from engaging in party politics, party political campaigning, supporting political 
candidates or undertaking political activity unrelated to the charity's purpose - the most 
important thing to understand is that the Bill does not change this.’ 

 

However, the wide scope of the Bill does present risks to charities’ campaigning. The WI 
movement has always been proudly non-party political and non-sectarian. While MPs are 
correct to say charities like ours have always had to conduct their campaigning in an 



apolitical fashion, the Bill changes much more than the definition of political campaigning. It 
widens the kinds of activities that would be captured by regulation, how much of that 
activity a group can do before having to become a registered third-party campaigner, places 
onerous reporting requirements on those charities, and inhibits their ability to work 
alongside other charities in coalition.  

 

We find it unfortunate that the Government sought to make substantial changes to how 
charities can operate without any consultation with the sector, but welcome the pause in its 
progress through the Lords to enable a thorough review of Part 2 in its entirety. 

 

 ‘The bill will create a level playing field’ or ‘we want to prevent our political system 
becoming one where opaque and unaccountable groups spend millions attempting to 
influence the outcome of an election’.. 
 

 
Some MPs have told WIs that, ‘It is important to remember that the registration and 
spending limits apply to all third parties that incur controlled expenditure; it has not-been 
designed to put charities at a disadvantage compared to other organisations.’ 
 

 
We support measures to create an even playing field’ between political parties and 
campaigners as essential to robust and healthy debate in the run up to an election. However 
we have concerns that some requirements of registered third parties in the Bill are not 
similarly required of political parties, thereby unfairly disadvantaging the former.  
 
 
For instance, political parties do not have to count staff costs in their electoral spending, nor 
do they have to count canvassing activity costs, but this Bill does require this of registered 
third parties. If the desired outcome is for a level playing field, we call on the Government to 
change the Bill to avoid any unintended impact on the voluntary sector, NGOs and small 
community groups. 
 
 
‘The Electoral Commission told us we needed to do this’ 
 

 
The Electoral Commission did not call for many aspects of what makes up Part 2 of the Bill. 
Their Regulatory Review of UK Party and Election Finance did call for a review of what 
constitutes election activities, but also thought red tape should be reduced:  ‘Registered 
non-party campaigners and referendum campaigners that spend less than the relevant 
registration threshold should only be required to submit a declaration that they have not 
exceeded the threshold rather than complete a fill spending return.’ The Bill does not 
implement this recommendation. 
 
 



We also note with concern that the spending caps have been reduced when the Electoral 
Commission stated that they should not be if the definition of activities was expanded. 
 

Contact your MP 

 

The Lobbying Bill is still a risk to the WI’s campaigning activity. We recommend that MPs 
read the Commission’s report to understand NGOs’ concerns and some ways forward to 
help improve the Bill.  We also recommend MPs attend the launch of the Commission on 
Civil Society and Democratic Engagement’s second Report, at 11.30am on Tuesday 10 
December. A Day of Action is planned to coincide with this, where NGOs can meet with MPs 
on the Parliamentary Estate. 

 

Below is a template letter for you to use to contact your MP if you haven’t already before, 
and please use the information on our concerns above to respond to the arguments some 
MPs have used in replies to WIs and federations on this issue. 

 

The timetable for the bill is very tight – it will be back being debated in Parliament on 16 
December so action is needed urgently. It is hugely important that MPs and peers hear 
directly from members of the charities that could effectively be silenced by the measures. 
Please contact your MP to voice your concerns, and ask them to meet face to face.  

 

Please use this letter as a guide but remember personalised letters are always more 
effective. Adapt the paragraphs to take into account any replies you have received from 
MPs before, and invitations to meet with your MPs in the coming weeks. 

 

Dear [MP name] 

I am writing on behalf of [insert name] WI/ [insert name] Federation OR as a member of 
[insert name] [WI/Federation] to ask for your support in raising concerns about the 
Transparency of Lobbying, non-Party Campaigning, and Trade Union Administration Bill, 
currently making its way through Parliament.  

The Bill’s progress has been stalled by the Government after an overwhelming argument by 
charities, like ours, that the Bill is unworkable, unfair, and that the rationale for it is 
unfounded.  Three different Parliamentary Committees have taken issue with this legislation. 
WI members have attended public meetings about the Bill and we would like you, as our 
local MP, to take the opportunity now to make sure the Bill that passes is one that makes 
our democracy stronger, not weaker.  



We were happy to hear that the Government has accepted that the Bill in its current format 
needs to change and for the various assurances it has made about changes it is prepared to 
make to aspects of the Bill such as registration spending, constituency spending and 
definitions. Five weeks is a very short time to pause the Bill if the Government is serious 
about consultation and considering practical alternatives. We would like you to support us in 
our call for this pause to be extended if it proves insufficient. 

The Commission for Civil Society and Democratic Engagement, headed by Baron Harries of 
Pentregarth, undertook a rapid, intensive consultation with over 50 NGOs, and produced a 
report outlining the serious problems with the Bill and suggested steps to improve it. The 
Commission is making a further round of consultations during this pause.  They will launch 
their second report with associated amendments to the Bill on 10 December 2013. They are 
holding a briefing for MPs and peers at 11.30am at Committee Room 2A which I urge you to 
attend.  

 [Paragraph if you can attend the Day of Action in London on 10 December: I/members of 
[name] WI/members of [name] federation will be attending a Day of Action at 
Parliament to coincide with the report launch on the 10th of December. As your 
constituent(s), I/we would welcome the opportunity to meet with you  to discuss our 
concerns regarding the Bill and the proposed amendments. A drop in session is also 
being held for MPs in Committee Room 2 at 1.30pm. As my MP, I hope that you will take 
the recommendations of the Commission seriously and speak up in support of the 
changes to the Bill that we need. 

 [Paragraph to meet at another time in your local area: As your constituent(s), I/members 
of [name] WI/members of [name] federation would like to meet with you to discuss our 
concerns and possible ways forward to improve the Bill. As my MP, I hope that you will 
speak up in support of the changes to the Bill that we need and take the 
recommendations of the Commission seriously. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to consider our views on the Lobby Bill. We very much look forward to 
meeting with you and hearing your feedback from the Commission’s briefing on 10 December.  

Yours sincerely 

[insert name and WI/Federation details]  

Keep in touch!  

Please keep in touch and let the Public Affairs Department know about any responses that 
you receive from MPs. If you would like any more information about the Bill and how else 
you can help, please contact us and we’d be happy to help. 

 
NFWI Public Affairs  
104 New Kings Road  
London, SW6 4LY  
 

Email: publicaffairs@nfwi.org.uk  
Telephone: 020 7371 9300 (ext 212)     

mailto:publicaffairs@nfwi.org.uk

