
EMERGENCY PROTOCOL OF THE LIBERTY EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE: THE IMPACT OF THE PANDEMIC OF 
NOVEL CORONAVIRUS (COVID-19) ON LIBERTY’S AGM AND ELECTIONS IN 2020

The Executive Committee (EC) notes that there is currently a global pandemic of novel coronavirus (Covid-19). 
Since 17 March 2020 the UK Government has implemented measures to ensure ‘social distancing’. On 23 
March 2020 the Government intensified restrictions, requiring everyone to stay at home (save for a few 
limited exceptions), banning public gatherings of more than two people and closing all non-essential outlets. 
Emergency legislation has enacted special powers to limit public gatherings, quarantine people, delay or 
cancel elections, give greater powers of arrest to the police and more besides. 

The situation is developing rapidly and new Government guidance is issued regularly. The scale of the crisis 
is unprecedented in peacetime and the latest Government guidance suggests that the UK will remain under 
significant restrictions for the next 3-6 months.

In the light of this situation the EC has had no choice but to draw up this emergency protocol which will, in 
these exceptional circumstances only, override the relevant provisions of the Liberty Constitution, which 
makes no provision for extraordinary events of this kind. The protocol has been approved by the EC and 
the Policy Council. The provisions of the protocol only apply to the current situation and will therefore lapse 
automatically when the Government declares that non-essential social contact can be resumed.  

The EC is currently unable to determine when normal business will resume and so when it will be possible to 
convene an AGM. The EC will be reviewing the situation at each of its bi-monthly meetings and will update the 
Policy Council after each meeting. The EC will write to the membership as a whole with an update as soon as 
there is a material change in circumstances or in September 2020, whichever is the earlier.

AGM

The Liberty constitution requires Liberty to hold an AGM at least every 15 months. There is no provision to 
cover events beyond our control. Our AGM was scheduled to take place on 16 May 2020. The EC have carefully 
considered whether the AGM can go ahead, in any form. It cannot take place in person because it would 
contravene the Government guidance and jeopardise the health and wellbeing of our staff and members. 

The EC has considered whether a either a skeleton AGM or a virtual AGM can be held. The former has been 
rejected on the grounds that even a skeleton attendance would place people at unacceptable risk and, in any 
event, could not honestly be described as a properly constituted AGM. The latter presents insurmountable 
technical and practice difficulties. 

The EC considers it has no option but to indefinitely postpone the 2020 AGM. This protocol therefore 
temporarily displaces the constitutional requirement to hold an AGM every 15 months. Although this stands 
as a technical breach of our constitution, the EC considers that the safety of our members, our staff and the 
population more generally must be our first and overriding concern.

There are some important business items that take place at the AGM which Liberty cannot delay: specifically, 
appointing financial auditors for the next financial year and appointing a new member of the Conference and 
Appeals Committee. Delaying these matters would cause disruption to Liberty’s work. 
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The EC has therefore decided, exceptionally, to vest in the Policy Council (the largest group of members 
formally involved in Liberty’s work, and the elected body who in turn elect the EC) the powers normally vested 
in the AGM to allow the functioning of the organisation to continue. This includes allowing the Policy Council 
exceptionally to extend the term of its own elected members - including those elected EC members - until the 
elections can be held by postal ballot in the usual way. This will allow the EC to continue to properly conduct 
Liberty business as directors of the company.

That meeting will take place in June 2020 and all members will be informed of the outcome.

MOTIONS

The AGM ordinarily debates motions that set Liberty’s policy. A debate on the motions is not practically 
possible this year for all the reasons set out above. As the elected representatives of Liberty’s members, 
the Policy Council will therefore be vested with the power to debate the motions at the June 2020 meeting. 
Motions passed by a bare majority of Policy Council members will be accepted as if they had been passed at 
an AGM and formally ratified in retrospect by the AGM when it can be convened.

ELECTIONS

The Liberty constitution sets down the process for electing 15 new members of Policy Council annually. From 
Policy Council, new members of the EC are elected annually. New Policy Council members ordinarily take up 
their position after the AGM.

The election for Policy Council is conducted by secret postal ballot, administered by Civica Election Services 
(formerly Electoral Reform Services).

In the light of the pandemic, some members of Liberty, particularly those in high risk groups, are likely to be 
unable to access a post office or post box to return their ballot. Nor is it socially responsible for Liberty to 
encourage its members to go into public spaces simply for the purposes of posting their ballot. 

The EC has considered whether there are alternative voting mechanisms that would allow the election to 
proceed. Liberty has a long history of resisting electronic voting because of its privacy concerns and its 
tendency to disenfranchise marginalised groups. Given that extant policy position, the EC considers it would 
be inappropriate to use electronic voting for this Council election. All other alternatives – such as voting by 
secure email – would result in the secret ballot being waived, which the EC also considers to be inappropriate.

The EC has therefore decided that the elections to Policy Council will be postponed until such time that all 
Liberty members are able to return their ballot papers by post. The EC hopes that the elections will be able to 
take place in the summer of 2020. 
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