Wales Council for Voluntary
ACtlon ‘1) Cyngor Gweithredu

Supporting charities, volunteers and communities )]} Gwirfoddol Cymru

11. Campaigning and influencing WCVa

Wales Council for

11.8 Petitioning the National Assembly Voluntary Action
for Wales

Overview

The petitions system provides a useful mechanism for Welsh citizens to let the
National Assembly for Wales (NAfW) know about issues that are affecting them. The
Petitions system and Petitions Committee are developments brought about by the
Government of Wales Act 2006. The system is similar to petitions processes in other
countries but there are important differences that make the Welsh petitions system a
very useful and effective mechanism for engaging with the NAfW. The Welsh public
can petition the NAfW on any issue that appears to be within its powers. Petitions that
are admissible (meet with the criteria set by the NAfW) are passed to the Petitions
Committee who consider each petition and decide what further action, if any, is
required.

How do | submit a petition?

Petitions can be submitted in writing or via the NAfW’s online e-petition system. The
NAfW are keen to encourage people to use the e-petitions system as signatures can
then be collected on-line. The e-petition system can also be very useful for
organisations as it can make it easier to circulate information to others about how to
sign up to the petition. The NAfW staff can assist with the scope and wording of an e-
petition before it goes on the website to ensure that it is as effective as possible.

What sort of things can my petition be about?

Your petition must be about a subject that the NAfW has power over. NAfW currently
has significant powers in the following 20 areas:

Agriculture, fisheries, forestry, and rural development
Ancient monuments and historic buidings

Culture

Economic development

Education and training

Environment

Fire and rescue services and promotion of fire safety
Food

Health and health services
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Highways and transport
Housing

Local government

National Assembly for Wales
Public administration
Social welfare

Sport and recreation
Tourism

Town and country planning
Water and flood defences
Welsh language

The petitions system can be used to highlight a need for a new law, request that the
NAfW ask for the powers to make certain laws if they don’t already have them, or
change an existing law laid down by an Act of Parliament. It is not just for legislation
though - the system can also be used to ask for policy changes. Looking at petitions
that have been submitted so far, before you start to write your own, can be very helpful
for ideas about scope and wording. These can be found at:
www.assemblywales.org/admissible-pet.htm

What are the criteria for an admissible petition?

In order for a petition to be admissible (and therefore able to be considered by the

Petitions Committee) it must meet the following criteria:

e It must contain at least 10 signatures or come from a corporate body.

e It must not contain offensive language.

e |t must be within the scope of the NAfW’s functions.

e It cannot be the same as/similar to a previous petition from the same person /
corporate body submitted within the last year.

e It cannot relate to a subject already considered by the Petitions Committee within
the last year.

e |t cannot ask the NAfW to intervene in operational decision or actions of local
authorities or Assembly Sponsored Public Bodies.

e |t cannot relate to matters that are subject to legal proceedings in the courts.

e |t cannot involve the adjudication of personal or commercial interests.

If a petition is deemed inadmissible the Petitions Committee clerk will write to the lead
petitioner with an explanation as to why. The Committee clerks are able to provide
advice and assistance on how to make your petition admissible and as such offer a
very useful resource for anyone considering using the petitions process.
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There are also some terms and conditions that must be met if you wish to host your
petition as an on-line petition and collect signatures in that way. These include things
like not including confidential or libellous information; use of appropriate language;
endorsement of services or products etc. These are all fairly simple conditions to meet
and the committee clerks can help with this if necessary.

What will happen to my petition and what outcomes can | expect?
Once a petition has been deemed admissible it goes through the following process:

Stage 1 — Secretariat Assessment. The petition will be assessed by the committee
clerk who may ask the lead petitioner for further information or evidence. The petitions
team may also prepare briefing notes for the committee highlighting the policy and
legal context. This stage can take a few weeks.

Stage 2 — Committee Consideration. The petitions committee is a committee of
Assembly Members (AMs) representing all parties within the Assembly who meet
every two weeks when the Assembly is sitting. Their sole purpose is to consider the
public petitions that have been submitted. This is a fairly unique arrangement and
means that as long as your petition meets the set criteria it will go before the
committee — an excellent opportunity to raise your issues in front of a cross-party
group of AMs.

The Committee will consider each petition and decide upon what further action needs
to be taken. In doing this it can request further information from petitioners, relevant
organisations or Assembly Government Ministers either in writing or by asking them to
present to the committee in person. Once this information has been received the
Committee will then decide a further course of action for the petition. The Committee
may also refer the petition on to another Assembly committee e.g. Communities and
Culture scrutiny Committee, if it fits within their remit. The committee may also close a
petition and take no further action if it chooses to.

Possible outcomes — There are a variety of possible outcomes from submitting a
petition and it is important to manage your expectations and consider other lobbying
options outside of the petitions process as appropriate. Our other information sheets
on Influencing the Assembly and Campaigning may provide useful information on this.
The petitions system is very useful for raising awareness of an issue that AMs may not
previously have been aware of or may not have been high on the political agenda.
Outcomes from the process can include a NAfW committee holding an inquiry into an
issue or an individual AM taking the issue on and asking questions of Ministers or
holding a debate on the issue in the Assembly. The committee may also pass the
petition to another body e.g. the Environment Agency who can then consider the issue
and act where appropriate. Not all petitions will lead to new legislation being created or
changes in Government policy but those possibilities do exist and you can attract some
very useful publicity and support for your issue in the process. It is an excellent
opportunity to ask a committee of the NAfW to scrutinise the issues that are important
to the people of Wales.
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Committee limitations — the committee cannot overturn decisions of UK Government,
the Welsh Assembly Government or local authorities; scrutinise issues that are not
devolved to the NAfW or are under the jurisdiction of local authorities; or get involved
in legal disputes.

What are the opportunities for the third sector?

The petitions process provides a very accessible route for getting your issues raised at
National Assembly level. Provided that your petition meets the required criteria it will
be considered by the Committee providing an excellent platform for bringing your issue
to the attention of AMs. The system can provide a route into other committees and can
raise public, political and media awareness of a particular campaign or issue. It is also
an opportunity to focus on gathering evidence and support for a particular campaign.
Unlike some other lobbying mechanisms this route does not require the backing of an
individual AM in order to get the process started. As this is a new system the NAfW are
keen to encourage and support organisations to use it and are able to provide support
in order to ensure your petition is as effective as possible.

Tips for using the petitions system

e Think about how your request fits with the powers of the NAfW. Consider whether
the NAfW has the power to do what you are asking? If not, do you need to alter the
wording of your petition so that you are asking the NAfW to request powers or
asking them to make a representation to Westminster instead?

e Be very clear about what you want the committee to do. Use the petition to ask for
something rather than just raise an issue of concern — offer a solution to the
problem you are highlighting. For example, you may wish to highlight the current
effects of not having a certain piece of legislation in place, provide evidence for it
and ask the NAfW to legislate in that area.

e Take a positive approach. Don’t use the system just to criticise a current policy or
piece of legislation, be positive and suggest alternative ways of doing things and
positive actions.

e When objecting to a Government proposal get your petition in as early as possible.

e Talk to the clerks first. They will provide support for you in drafting your petition to
ensure that its scope and wording allow for the best possible outcome and make it
admissible to the committee stage.

e Gather signatures from a variety of supportive bodies, it is not always about
quantity but more about quality. Any petition with 10 signatures will be accepted
(provided it meets the other criteria), this means that in some respects 10
signatures can be as good as 110 but it is helpful to gather signatures from a wide
range of people and organisations to show that you have consulted and have
broad support for your proposal.

The Voices for Change Cymru project team can provide support and assistance with

any aspect of the petitions process and would be happy to hear from you if you are
considering submitting a petition and would like to know more.
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Further information

Voices for Change Cymru is a WCVA project supported by the Big Lottery Fund.
There are now more opportunities than ever to make your voice heard and this project
provides services to help third sector organisations influence policy and legislation at
local and national levels.

Tel: 0800 2888 329
vicc@wecva.org.uk
www.voicesforchangecymru.org.uk

National Assembly for Wales
www.assemblywales.org

E-petitions pages
www.assemblywales.org/gethome/e-petitions.htm

Disclaimer

The information provided in this sheet is intended for guidance only. It is not a substitute for
professional advice and we cannot accept any responsibility for loss occasioned as a result of any
person acting or refraining from acting upon it.

For further information contact

Wales Council for Voluntary Action

Cyngor Gweithredu

Baltic House, Mount Stuart Square, Cardiff Bay, Cardiff, CF10 5FH B Gwirfoddol Cymru
Registered Charity 218093 cha
Tel: 0800 2888 329 help@wcva.org.uk I i
Fax: 029 2043 1701 WWw.wceva.org.uk ki

, Tel: 0800 2888 329
Produced by WCVA, County Voluntary Councils and Volunteer Centres. www.weva.org.uk
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