
 

 

 
 

Rt Hon Robert Jenrick MP  
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government  
2 Marsham Street 
London 
SW1P 4DF 

26 May 2021 

Dear Secretary of State  
 
Thank you for your letter dated 24 May 2021. 
 
You have asked what actions we and our senior teams have taken in response to the 
error that was made in one of the information leaflets sent to voters. 
 
First, we apologise that the material we sent to voters contained a minor clerical error 
that omitted the .uk from the web site address for OneSomerset. We had gone to great 
lengths, including engaging recognised legal experts in elections and polls, Sharpe 
Pritchard, to draft the text so that it would be accessible, neutral, and drawn solely 
from the official and submitted texts of the two proposals. The final leaflet was signed 
off by Sharpe Pritchard. It was sent to the County Council and they did not reply with 
any comments or suggested amendments. Whilst we accept we are responsible for 
sending this information out, we did not exercise editorial control over the leaflet to 
ensure impartiality. 
 
Whilst we recognise our part in the mistake, we had no knowledge of the spoof 
website. For the avoidance of doubt, we did not know of the site, and we are not 
responsible for the content. On becoming aware of the error and the site’s existence 
we took the following action immediately: 
 

1. We contacted Civica Electoral Services who corrected the error on the 
electronic version of the leaflet. 

2. We contacted the police. 
3. We began an investigation into how the error had occurred. 
4. We contacted WordPress and pressed the case for it to be removed from their 

platform. 
5. We apologised to Somerset County Council. 

 
We have subsequently: 
 

1. Continued efforts to get the site taken down, contacting the registrant 
organisation in the US. 

2. Taken QC’s advice to assess the impact on the poll. 
 
The Police have reported to us that there have been very few viewings of the site, in 
the low hundreds, and this compares to the tens of thousands of votes that have been 



 

 

cast already.  
 
Having taken everything into consideration, including the value for money implications 
that you rightly point out, we are satisfied that the local poll has not been invalidated. 
Indeed, we have gone to great lengths to ensure a fair and impartial poll including: 

• commissioning a third party to conduct the poll without involvement of the 
councils, rather than using the district council electoral teams 

• utilising a legal expert to write the question to be asked and to advise on the 
impartial conduct of the poll, to ensure compliance with electoral commission 
guidance 

• and as previously mentioned, the commissioning of a third-party firm of 
lawyers to write the information for voters on the two proposals, before seeking 
comments on the wording from the county council. 

 
Full information on both options for change for local government in Somerset under 
consideration is readily available at the official websites and these continue to be 
widely publicised, including recently by Somerset County Council in their letter to every 
household that they sent with a view to arrival at the opening of the poll. Tens of 
thousands of people have already voted and we would not want them to feel their 
votes will not count. 
  
We are happy to give the assurance you seek that arrangements are in place to 
ensure all information and material our councils circulate will continue to be wholly 
compliant with the provisions of the Code of Recommended Practice on Local 
Authority Publicity.  
 
This one mistake stands in contrast to the deliberate and continual campaign of 
misinformation and misrepresentation of our proposal conducted by Somerset County 
Council. There are numerous examples of this in the edition of “Your Somerset” sent to 
every home in Somerset, in the infographic produced by Somerset County Council and 
widely distributed through social media and the "One Somerset" mail drop sent to 
every house last week. In each publication they consistently present the same 
misinformation. In particular: 
 

1. the persistent claim that we are proposing to replace five councils with five 
organisations is entirely false. 

2. the assertion that we are “outsourcing” children’s services. In no sense are we 
proposing to do that, a delivery vehicle, wholly owned and run by the two 
councils is not an outsource. 

3. Our proposal for shared service arrangements for some back-office services 
being described as a “company” and equated with the ill-fated “South West 
One” – another attempt to deliberately mislead and alarm people, there is no 
proposed outsource to a private company, indeed the word ‘company’ does 
not appear in any part of our business case. 

4. The statement that we would create a combined authority when they know full 
well that this would only be necessary as a means of delivering a devolution 
deal. 



 

 

 
We think this is an important moment to work together to restore public confidence in 
the way all five of the councils in Somerset are conducting ourselves in the context of 
the local government reorganisation debate. We remain committed to working together 
as districts, despite our political differences, and with other parties, in the best interests 
of Somerset. 
 
The poll will continue so that all voters in Somerset have a fair and equal chance to be 
heard. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 

            

Councillor Duncan McGinty                 Councillor Ros Wyke  
Sedgemoor District Council                                Mendip District Council  
 
 

       
Councillor Federica Smith-Roberts   Councillor Val Keitch  
Somerset West and Taunton Council                 South Somerset District Council  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


