
 
 
 
Guidance on publicity for elections to Cornwall Council 
  
Local Government Act 1986 – Code of Recommended Practice on Local Authority 
Publicity 
  
As you are probably aware the elections for Cornwall Council will take place on 4 
May 2017. This note has been produced to provide guidance regarding Council 
publicity and activities during the pre-election period (commonly referred to as 
Purdah) which will begin on Wednesday, 20 March 2017 when the notice of 
election is published.  The period will finish when the polling stations close at 
10pm on Thursday 4 May. 
  
As soon as the local elections are called, restrictions are placed on the Council 
and its employees in relation to its activities and the material that it can send 
out to the public or which it can permit to be distributed using its 
resources.  These restrictions come from the 1986 Act and the Publicity Code.   
  
What does the Code say? 
 
The Publicity Code applies to the Council and its employees all of the time but 
there are special provisions that apply during election periods which the Code 
refers to as periods of heightened sensitivity.  
  
The provisions that are particularly relevant to the pre-election period are in 
paragraphs 33 to 35 of the Code.  These can be summarised as: 
 
•         possibly having to suspend the hosting of material produced by third parties 

or to close public forums during the pre-election period to avoid breaching 
any legal restrictions 
 

•         during the pre-election period, local authorities should not publish any 
publicity on controversial issues or report views or proposals in such a way 
that identifies them with any individual Members or groups of Members 

 
•         publicity relating to individuals involved directly in the election should not be 

published by local authorities during this period unless expressly legally 
authorised 

 
•         local authorities can publish factual information which identifies the names, 

electoral divisions and parties of candidates at elections 
 
•         in general, local authorities should not issue any publicity which seeks to 

influence voters. 
  
What does this really mean? 
  
Neither candidates nor any other politicians involved directly in an election 
should be given publicity save in an emergency or in exceptional circumstances 
prompted by events outside the Council's control. 
  



Elected Members will not be quoted in press releases during this period unless it 
is an elected Member holding a key political or civic position commenting on an 
emergency or an important event outside of the Council’s control and where 
there is a genuine need for a response by a Member.  Appropriate lead officers 
will be quoted in press releases as required. 
  
Proactive events arranged in this period should not involve elected Members 
likely to be standing for election or otherwise actively involved in the elections. 
  
The Code applies to officers of the Council and publicity which is issued in the 
name of the Council.  Elected Members of the Council are obviously free to issue 
their own political publicity under the usual electoral rules so long as there is no 
officer involvement or assistance and Council facilities such as computers, 
printers, stationery, the website and notice boards are not used. 
  
Candidates for office (including Members seeking re-election) may not use 
Council photographs in their election materials – that is photos taken by Council 
officers or on Council owned cameras or by photographers paid for by the 
Council. This includes all historic photos taken during office as well as photos 
taken during the pre-election, Purdah period.  For example, if you want to use 
any photos of you with any groups to whom you have awarded Community 
Chest grants, then you must arrange for your own photographs not using 
Council resources. 
  
Councillors may not make party political calls on Council telephones or use their 
Council email for party political purposes. However they may publish their 
Council telephone numbers as a surgery number for enquiries, complaints etc. 
provided that they pay for the line rental for the duration of the pre-election 
period. 
  
Councillors or candidates can use the public parts of Council premises, even if 
they intend to use it as a photo opportunity, so long as it is not organised or 
funded from Council resources and Council equipment and employee are not 
involved. 
  
The media are also subject to restrictions on their coverage of the Council during 
this pre-election period. The broadcast media, in particular, have strict 
guidelines which require them to ensure that political issues are covered with 
due accuracy and impartiality. This means that they must make sure that each 
bulletin, programme or programme strand, as well as online and interactive 
services, must achieve an appropriate and fair balance.  Whilst they are not 
prevented from interviewing an individual candidate, they must make sure that 
they offer the same opportunity for people from the other political parties. In 
reality this usually means that they do not interview anyone who is standing for 
election. 
  
Local papers are also expected to demonstrate balance and impartiality in their 
coverage during the pre-election period. They should not feature articles about 
or quotes from candidates standing for election in a particular area without 
offering the same opportunity to the other candidates standing for election. If 
they breach these guidelines, it is the responsibility of the other candidates, or 
their agents, (not the Council) to take the matter up with the publication 
concerned. 
  



Member meetings and making decisions – what is the position? 
  
Meetings of the Council, its committees and the Cabinet are still permitted 
during the pre-election period and decisions can be made at those meetings as 
would ordinarily be the case.  However, should such meetings take place, any 
opportunities for them to be used for political purposes or for any allegations to 
be made that such improper conduct has occurred, should be avoided.  
  
Given that we operate in a political environment this may be difficult to achieve 
and so it is unlikely that there will be much business transacted at formal 
Member meetings during the pre-election period. The Monitoring Officer will 
determine whether it is appropriate for issues to be considered by and 
determined at Member meetings. 
  
The above is also true of decisions that might ordinarily be made by individual 
Cabinet Portfolio Holders under the authority delegated to them.  If the decision 
might be controversial or if there is scope for political advantage to be gained, or 
at least being perceived, such decisions should be avoided during the pre-
election period where possible. 
  
So that the Council can still transact its business during the pre-election period it 
will need to make use, as appropriate, of the significant delegated powers vested 
in the Chief Executive, Directors and some other senior officers.  This approach 
will enable us to get decisions made efficiently and effectively with much less 
risk of there being a breach of the Code or any legitimate allegations that there 
has been a breach.  The Monitoring Officer and his colleagues as well as 
colleagues in Democratic Services can provide advice on the procedural 
requirements of getting decisions made by officers. 
  
What Council employee cannot do 
  
During the pre-election period, Council employees whilst on Council business 
must not carry out any activity, publicity or distribute information which 
supports or provides publicity for a candidate or political party. This includes 
obvious forms of publicity such as posters, leaflets, press releases and 
statements, interviews, photo calls, provision of images, online publishing and 
speeches as well as less obvious forms such as sponsorship and 
advertisements.  The dissemination of negative material about any candidate or 
party is also not permitted. 
  
This means that officers must not attribute quotes to any Member in press 
releases, other than in the exceptional circumstances set out in the Code of 
Practice, or attribute views, proposals and recommendations to any particular 
Member or group. They are also not allowed to issue publicity on any 
controversial issue unless it can be handled in a way that avoids a personal or 
party political dimension. 
  
Publications and leaflets (other than election literature) addressed to the general 
public or a section of the public must observe the same restrictions. 
  
Council employees and resources cannot be used to provide assistance for any 
local candidate or political party. This includes the publication or distribution of 
materials, telephones, internet access, email, photocopying, printing, fax, 
stationery or supplies. They are also not allowed to arrange proactive events, 



such as photo calls, public meetings or events and activities, if they would 
provide politicians with a platform to communicate with the public that would not 
otherwise be available to them. 
  
Party political election material must not be put on display in libraries, in other 
publicly owned or managed buildings, or on any of the information notice boards 
provided by the Council. 
  
If a candidate contacts the Council asking for information, then factual 
information can be provided. However officers must not provide any written or 
verbal view, opinion or interpretation of the information which might be seen to 
support the view of a particular candidate or political party. 
  
What happens if we break the rules? 
  
Any Member or member of the public may refer the matter initially to the 
Service Director for Assurance (the Monitoring Officer) if they feel that the 
Council has issued publicity that is unlawful or which fails to have regard to the 
Code of Practice. If they are unhappy with the response they can pursue other 
avenues such as referring the matter to the Council’s external auditor or 
considering legal action. 
 


